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If I envy her one thing
it is her ease with this epoch.

— R.S. Thomas






How are things?
Good, thanks.

That’s not saying very much. Would you rather I ask ‘how goes it with your soul’?
Well if you want to sound anachronistic, please do.

Ouch! Remind me, what are you up to at the moment?
Still working at the university, in the faculty of education.

Ahh — training teachers.
Some of us prefer to call it ‘teacher education’. But yes, that’s what most of my colleagues
seem to do to earn a living. I'm much more of the ‘frustrated researcher’ these days.

I thought your ilk called yourselves academics?

Sometimes do, mainly did. I still get to use ‘academic’ at airport immigration desks when the
officials ask for an occupation. I just wouldn’t want you to think I’ve much time for beard
stroking with all the paperwork and marking I'm having to do.

Not very twenty-first century, are you? Do you actually like the job you are in?

When was the last time you beat about the bush? I will admit I tended to see it more as a
vocation when I started, the bonus being working with smart and curious people with
interesting questions and debates that kept me on my toes. You’ll be telling me you’ve plenty
of other sources for that since you graduated . . .

Ouch again. But can we avoid descending into a nostalgia fest please? We all know the grass is
never any greener, even with rose-tinted spectacles. More to the point, are you actually
researching anything interesting at the moment? Are you ‘pushing back the boundaries’?
Well, the day job does get me out of bed. But to be fair, a lot of it is pretty tedious. Partly that’s
because it’s become so very technical and technocratic, and must look increasingly esoteric to
the uninitiated. It is funny you mention ‘pushing back the boundaries’. Nice use of scare quotes
and cutting to the chase — again! I'd be less hasty, and for that matter, always seem to hesitate
to put it that way.

Really?

Well, you know me; I can’t help but think that education and being educated are so intrinsic to
what people associate with being able to live a full and fulfilling life. Yet most of our research
doesn’t seem to be about understanding, questioning or contributing to debates about that,
particularly about what creates or sustains let alone challenges a sense of fullness or
fulfilment. If I look around — even when I catch myself in the mirror — it seems researching
education isn’t actually in the hard or worthy category of work. It just seems to keep bouncing
between the lanes of too fuzzy or too obvious . .. because we’ve all been to school, haven’t we;
you are bound to reply.
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You beat me to it, but I’'m not claiming to be an expert or academic, let alone a ‘researcher’.
Fair point. I guess it’s more my sense that most of the people I know who call themselves
education researchers seem to spend most of their time preoccupied with something else. It
divests the field of any really sustained disciplinary work. To any outsider it must look like
most of us are mainly providing footnotes to other disciplines.

So what does it look like to an ‘insider’?

That a bigger purpose doesn’t seem to haunt many of us anymore? Admitting that, or perhaps I
should say, to qualify that — it won’t appear that surprising that I've ended up doing a lot of
consultancies, evaluations, projects — that kind of thing — since the last time we spoke. The
odds of getting a research grant are increasingly poor, plus there’s never much money for
really ‘researching education’ anyway. So a lot of what I do is supposedly marked by being
‘practical’ and ‘useful’, and that’s about it.

So no real intellectual cut and thrust?
Hmm.

Experiencing a bit of a drought, or you’ve lost your passion, which is it?
Neither . ..

So ...isit ‘noedge’, or a blunt one? No mettle? ... Or not being in the thick of it — is that it?
Which bottle do I need to fetch to help cure your despondency?

No need for that — at least not just yet. I’m capable of wallowing a little longer! The nub of it is
that I wouldn’t call my research philosophically sophisticated or engaging. Or challenging —
be that to myself, or my colleagues. So let’s agree to say I'm not researching much at the
moment by any stretch of the imagination — and none of that needs scare quotes.

Allow me to beg to differ. If I'm not to confuse this with a cartload of carping, it sounds like
you still need those scare quotes. Surely there’s a lot of ‘cognitive dissonance’ in this, and you
being a ‘performative contradiction’. .. At least I think that’s some of the jargon you used the
last time. Is it really that bad?

Well, when I started — remember when I did my PhD? — you got bored with me saying that
research was about generating new knowledge, seeing things differently, challenging the
status quo . ... You regularly chided me for acting like I was on some sort of superior plane,
walking around with my head in the clouds —too smart for my own good’ really stung.

Sorry! Please continue ...
Apology accepted. But I bet you want some form of contrition from me in return?

Be my guest.

Okay. If you really want me to work through some of my baggage, I'll start with the backpack
I’m still carrying from my supervisors. They were always banging on about research needing
to produce some theory or evidence that was original, groundbreaking, worthwhile — some-
thing that would make a difference — even if it was small — ‘tiptoeing forwards’ was the usual
expression. In my case, it always seemed to be tied to how we can understand education ‘now’,
of what happens in education from such and such a ‘powerful perspective’, of what education
is or ‘could be’ — that’s if you really wanted to push the boat out. They wanted so much from
research, and wouldn’t put up with too little. With each passing semester though, their words
are just fading echoes. Of course, I still use some of those lines with my students! I'll even trot
them out when I want to pull someone up for being solipsistic — and that seems to be happening
too frequently for my liking with some of my colleagues these days. ‘Research has to be fresh’.
Remember me saying that? I didn’t realise it had a shelf life, or applied to researchers too!

Oh dear. I hope your puns are better in class — or perhaps you should reserve them for the
senior common room.

Don’t joke — you realise we don’t have one of those anymore. Didn’t I tell you? It went along
with a load of other ‘restructurings’ we have had to make at my esteemed employers: in this

Preface



Preface

case, to make better use of ‘the space’. Perhaps it doesn’t actually matter as I'm finding it so
much harder to juggle all the demands on my time, across my life at work and what’s left of it
for home. More to the point, the internet traffic I have to avoid being crushed by is becoming
increasingly unmanageable — I often wonder how you cope with it in your line of work. I wish I
could just stick to switching that off, and keeping it off, like in the good old days of closing the
covers of a book.

Sounds to me like you are whingeing again. But prescribing finding some routine and adopting
some basic ‘time management principles’ is hardly going to help given your mood. Come on,
tell me about a good idea you are working on, or about what you are reading that ignites a
spark.

I wish I could, but it seems like there’s always some distraction getting in the way, with more
and more papers to read and process. The notions of an end of the working week are
something of a blur these days. And now there’s even alerts in our ‘online academic
community’ about the latest doctoral theses uploaded from some distant shore on this great
big world of ours, just waiting for me to download into my very own file space! I wish [ had a
bung to block the pipe! Online community — what about a real community of scholars? —

— Touché. But before you rant on, I have to ask if all this venting is actually cathartic?

Ask me later! Look, the point I was trying to make was even when I do find the time to write,
I’m finding myself increasingly stuck: about what to write, about who I'm writing for, if not
how best to represent what it is [ want to express. I know what it is that I'm wanting to say, I
Jjust seem to need to learn a bit more about how I will need to communicate it to new audiences.
On the one hand, there’s all that paying your dues to appear scholarly, and ‘sticking to the
template’. It seems so incredibly constraining in these days of social media, if not stifling — if
you can detect the difference. On the other, do you remember when people used to ask what
‘are you reading at university?’ Being well read is rightly assumed but you’ve got to be able to
make regular investments and not just trade on the interest, if that still makes sense. And then
they have the gall to ask what have you written in the last term, or should I say, month.

Give me a real example rather than another generality about your faceless administrators . . .
Sure; what incensed me about a week ago was a bit of a to do with my work—appointed
‘mentors’ in my ‘performance appraisal’. It wouldn’t be far from the truth to say that the
professors in question have made a great name for themselves digging in the same quarry of
ideas, year on year. No time for wider reading, or fresh writing. Their ‘outputs’ seems to
amount to a little updating of the argument, a little tidying up around the edges. And no one
calls them on it.

And you don’t do that!

Of course not! Oh, I see. ... Okay, but my point is, they think that’s the way to make your
reputation as a researcher — become a professor even — because it worked for them! I beg to
differ, even if it is only to myself, and you. It is so very uninspiring. I can’t think of the last time
they wrote or said something truly original, but I don’t think that’s the point for them anymore
— or for many in the community of education researchers I inhabit, particularly on my darker
days. The academics at the university seem to have to see themselves as working more and
more as if they were in industry, promoting and protecting a brand, but it’s all a fagade for a
rotting core. I want it to be a place, a nexus, a crucible perhaps, I'm struggling for the right
words ... for developing and refining brilliant ideas — ones that could really make a
difference.

Sounds to me like you’re simmering away, hashing and rehashing old tropes. More impor-
tantly, you seem to have lost both the time and commitment to making room for the things you
actually enjoy, let alone want to be able to enjoy in academia. Why don’t you hand in your
notice? You always used to say we were privileged and enlightened folk, responsible for our
choices and actions: have you given up on all that? The next thing you’ll tell me is your annual



leave ‘entitlements’ and a bomb-proof pension are the only things stopping you ...

Ever the cynical realist! You know I like most of the people I work with, the students, the
conferences, the sabbaticals — particularly the international ones ... But these days we seem
to spend so much of our time talking and worrying about research income, quality, account-
ability, ‘outputs’ and ‘impacts’, even if all that is leavened with the occasional joke about
‘how was it for you?’ I think we’re missing the point about developing our research together,
being part of ‘a community of scholars’ and thrashing out a ‘generative research programme’.
Perhaps it is simply some of us can’t see much point in much of what we do anymore, and have
got so very good at pretending in all this game playing.

Goon...

Well, to put it bluntly, which is so un-academic of me, most weeks I don’t actually feel I’ve
researched anything of consequence, whether that’s of consequence to me or my colleagues,
let alone education or educators. If you want me to feel really depressed, I'd even have to say
most semesters.

I’ll feign sympathy by offering a ‘poor you’ ...

Thank you kindly! Received with a due modicum of courtesy proportional to that with which it
was offered. Honestly, my problem is I don’t think I’ve done anything that I would count as
real research since my doctoral days. Okay, I can tick all the right boxes, jump through the
hoops, meet the requirements for our ‘research performance exercises’. But the itch remains.
It’s a bit of a sob story when I come to think of it.

And you want to be a Professor of Education at which university?! Doesn’t sound like you’ve
much to profess, let alone have managed to develop a strong sense of belief in the power or
value of your research, or that of others ... Telling you to buck up your ideas will only run
aground on the irony. Come on, let’s talk about something more uplifting, or at least find you
another companion to help dispel some of your woes. Are you at least up for that? —

Clayton, VIC Alan D. Reid
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Everything good has been thought before
one has only to try, to think it again.
(Johann Wolfgang von Goethe)

If researching education can be likened to working on a wiki — that is, a continuous,
participatory, distributed work in progress — it has its particular forms, versions, updates,
edits, inaccuracies, disputes, and most importantly, an abiding sense of incompleteness. We
often assume the researching of education is practiced because it promises the production of
new knowledge, that is warranted, of various kinds and qualities, about the phenomena,
experience and concepts of ‘education’. Against Goethe though, research is unlikely to be
primarily about the act of recovery, as if research were about looking again, as in putting the
stress on re-searching. Rather, as with the old French, rechercher, it speaks of a need to inquire
deeply, intensely, systematically and regularly, into the various realities and possibilities of
educational ‘things’ across a range of contexts and situations.

This twin impulse, to take education seriously and continually inquire of it, is hemmed in
by a simple recognition that horizons change. Be they informed by, for example, matters
political, economic, cultural or social, what have become historic and contemporary educa-
tional priorities can be seen to get stuck as much as change, and can be challenged if not
occasionally overturned. Complications in the ‘common sense’ of the field of education
inevitably arise from the interplays of such broader factors and events, translated as these
are into the enduring and newer configurations of the moments and momentums affecting
education today, and in the days hereafter. Again, amid all this, we commonly expect both
competent researchers and critical users of educational research to be capable of understand-
ing and testing the claims made from the researching of education. Why does this seem to
matter so much?

Research, from both empirical and theoretical perspectives, is widely expected to have
a bearing on public debates about education, and thus be available for public scrutiny.
Mindful of these expectations, reflexive researchers, we will argue, are those that produce
insightful inquiries in and about education that are attentive to the needs of the field’s various
audiences — not just their immediate and distanced (be that by time and space) ‘research
community’. In our view, reflexivity about research in education is best served by researchers
adopting an attitude of humility towards the confidence that can be attributed to claims making
and meaning making. In other words, we are likely to stand firmer when we engage with a
community of disciplined minds and considered scholarship, and in so doing, become better
able to withstand the strong winds of academic critique and public criticism as we work
shoulder-to-shoulder with others, remaining both attentive and subject to various rebukes and
encouragements.

We raise these ‘personal’ matters early on in our Introduction because we recognise that the
company one is able to keep in terms of other researchers, ideas, data, and theories, is always
circumscribed by limitations of one sort or another. In fact, who is it that has the time to always
be reading more, writing more, critiquing and re-analysing? As noted in our Preface, some
may squirm and squeal in the face of a performatively-driven academic life, while to pretend it
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is otherwise may also limit the public discourse on what researchers both claim and pretend to
understand and know. Really, yes, really: understand and know. Isn’t most of research debate
about that which is compelling and worthwhile as educational research questions, practices
and findings, including how these are developed, advanced, communicated, accommodated,
discredited and even rejected?

Given such initial remarks, our purpose in preparing this Companion has been to provide
the inquisitive reader with access to a range of contemporary conversations and debates about
researching education, including those concerning its recent histories and challenges, framings
and dynamics. Because not doing so risks misconstruing what it has been, has become,
or might even be. Across the Companion’s various parts, we offer three main contributions
to advance this purpose. First, its chapters and supplementary materials offer distinct
perspectives on how researching education is variously conceptualised, characterised,
contextualised, legitimated, and represented. To achieve this, each part traces and assesses
developments in relation to each thematic and juxtaposes these with contemporary expressions
and debates regarding different aspects of that selfsame theme. Second, it demonstrates how
pressing issues and problems pertaining to the researching of education are brought to bear
in current concerns and debates concerning the quality and qualities of educational research.
In particular, contributions examine the implications of not just how research in education is
framed given a diversity of possibilities and options, but also how it is nevertheless
constrained as educational research, given the philosophical, political, pragmatic and peda-
gogical pressures on this field — and as again, with a brief nod to our Preface, in preparing,
inducting, developing and sustaining the field’s researchers. Third, through each part’s
introductory chapters, we aim to identify some specific directions, priorities and prospects
for future deliberations on researching education, that we hold might better contribute to and
advance the dialogues and debates about how researchers of education are sensitised, equipped
and become competent, particularly in addressing the rigorous demands and dynamic
challenges of researching education in these times.

Some of our assumptions in pursuing such goals inevitably require clarification. We hold
that research in education is well served by both empassioned reasoning and systematic
instruction on the themes and frameworks of conversations and debates about research and
education. In fact, this is what we hold to be the standard fare of conference proceedings,
monographs, journals, handbooks and textbooks on education and its research. Yet as the
volume of text and transaction grows, considered reflection that takes stock of core issues
always seems to be dwarfed by the noise accompanying the latest innovation or fashion in
researching education, if not to recognise the digging in of some heels, in some quarters, in the
face of all this ‘change’.

Despite the hyperbole lacing the above, as distinct modes of communication about research
in education, there remains the serious risk that any particular text on educational research
(and the reading thereof), ends up ‘falling between two stools’. On the one hand, authors might
rightly assume there is a case for specialist knowledge and needs in research experience and
expertise on the part of the reader; on the other, generic knowledge and a familiarity with the
requisite terms and terrains of the debate in question may recede from view.

The peril we discern here is that the bandwidth of discussions of educational research
framed in the most conventional of ways becomes ever locked into polarised sets of
expositions and appraisals of research by people working either too far within a discipline
or subfield, or conversely, too far across them. And thus, such disciplinary and transdisciplin-
ary dispersions both create and recreate silo mentalities that offer little to the reader by way of
a substantive and engaging middle ground.

If this gambit holds some truth about how we communicate and engage educational
research activity and priorities, what might be possible if we attempt to rework it via the
frame of a collection on researching education, such as in a Companion? Clearly there are
many useful ways of offering substantive commentary on research undertaken in the name
of education. But it does not have to default to the reference work of a more standard kind,
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let alone mimic the work of a research catalogue, dictionary or encyclopaedia. Numerous
education research handbooks have attempted to provide openings and guidance to students,
teachers and supervisors of research in education, as they seek insights (and answers) to
complex research questions from what appears to be an ever-widening pool of methods and
methodologies. As researchers and educators with a wide range of experience, questions and
challenges, we see a need to address these — yet also the issues that overlie or/and underpin
particular genres, principles, outcomes and perspectives. Thus our conviction has been that
researchers, academics, practitioners and research users would value a Companion to
Research in Education that engages both the broader and deeper aspects of theorising,
critiquing and advancing thinking and practice across the fields and claims of educational
research.

So, rather than fit this Companion to the usual regimen of texts on researching education,
we have endeavoured to take a fresh approach in how we might understand educational
inquiries to be designed, critiqued and developed.

About the Companion

The notions of frames and framing remain important throughout this Companion. The terms
offer vivid metaphors as well as organising principles for the conceptual underpinning,
organisation and content of each of its parts. The noun speaks of the structures used wittingly
or not to variously view, enter, weave, print, enclose, surround, mould, and imagine our
inquiries. Some speak of our bodies having frames, some extend the notion to the universe too.
Both senses invite reflection on constitution and form. Closer to home, perhaps we might
consider the ‘frames’ in our pictures, photographs, and movies — particularly as we consider
what is kept in and out of the fragments, moments and stories before us. Or we might entertain
the notions and applications associated with a frame of mind, frame of reference, or being
framed. Shuffling towards the verbal sense, our attention may be drawn to matters of how one
might prepare, create, formulate, and articulate research in education. We might even trace
these senses back to their Old English origin — framian — which stresses a notion of ‘useful-
ness’. Consequently, we might ask ourselves, what might it mean for a particular research
frame to be useful to education, or have research made ‘ready for use’?

With such conceptual and linguistic sensitisers to hand then, as the self-appointed editors of
the emerging idea of a Companion text, we might also recognise that a general research text
framed by chapters that rehearse how we design, plan and practice research has become an all
too conventional framework. But also, and for our immediate purposes here, it does not have
to be that way. Do we really need another text surveying and appraising research choices,
methods, technologies and techniques in education? There are many excellent handbooks,
textbooks, journal articles, and monographs available for those who wish to consult such texts
further. Rather, for this Companion, might we invite the reader to pursue a road less travelled,
so to speak, with our point of departure being that of reflecting on some of the enduring and
recurring questions we seem to now face in our lives as practitioners, teachers and students of
research in education?

Discussing an initial idea for a Companion with our Masters and Doctoral students in three
distant continents, we seemed to be increasingly asked a similar set of questions. Why was it
that some researchers of education didn’t always seem to think about particular relationships
between educational theory and research in their particular projects? Must educational
researchers and teachers of education research privilege certain values and ethics in the
research process and some rather than other ‘research designs’? Is the ‘curriculum’ of research
training too haphazard so to speak, more a matter of chance (who’s hired or available to teach
the course, say), rather than a deliberately (and deliberatively) strategic set of ‘conversations’?
And finally, why is it that some seek generative intersections in, for example, participatory or
holistic methods for generating research questions, the data collected and its analysis — before
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or beyond the invitation, or requirement, to demonstrate ‘fitness of purpose’ or ‘sound
design’?

In response, we might well have agreed these and other such questions are important
matters, and set assignments accordingly. Of course, researching education requires drawing
from a repertoire of conceptual and craft knowledge and skills to prosecute a timely and
worthwhile inquiry. But then again, we know — yes, really know — this is not the be all and end
all of ‘research training’ and ‘professional development’. In other words, we simply cannot
accept that ‘methods and methodological talk and work’ is an all-sufficient frame for devel-
oping our judgements and priorities concerning what counts in research, particularly as this
relates to establishing the quality and qualities expected and contested in researching
education.

Thus the maelstrom out of which the framing of this Companion grew was an on-going
sense and appreciation of the critique of such recognitions, noting their frequent resurfacing in
our teaching, scholarship and discussions about the histories and uses of educational research
in a range of contexts. What, indeed, could be said for classrooms to staffrooms, national
policy frameworks to international education research conferences, and for local initiatives to
UN-sponsored ‘Decades of Education’?

Emerging from this, we recognised that the prevailing focus on research process and phases
of inquiry in preparatory and introductory graduate research texts could help raise awareness
and debate about perspectives and traditions in methodology, but usually in ways that eclipsed
those of epistemological and ontological considerations. Moreover, the approaches we saw in
many Masters and Doctoral courses did not necessarily engage wider questions about the
axiological, historical or cultural; that is, ‘typically’, a standard preparation and commentary
on education research wouldn’t be that which necessarily dwelt for long on questions of the
nature of the researchable, and what is (to be) valued and pursued as research, whether that
be in, about or for education. In other words, we saw much contemporary discourse and
practice on research in education as serving to either overly sharpen or increasingly blur
distinctions about objects, subjects and relations, particularly in borrowing ideas from other
fields to reinvigorate the concepts and values that influence and come to inform the conduct of
education and research, if not their mutual constitution and evaluation.

Again, roughly speaking, if preparation and accounts of research in education come to
focus on (even grind through) a range of alternative frameworks for what we want to find out
about some particular aspect of education — such as by identifying key choices in setting or as a
sample in an educational context (typically institution or a text), collecting appropriate data
(often from its ‘primary stakeholders’ or ‘records’: students or teachers or policy makers; via
transcripts, documents, images, etc.), and analysing the data to write up the results with a
practice or policy focus in mind — then we could, and arguably should, consider reframing this
account of the activity, in more compelling and fresher ways, within the form of a Companion.

This is because our advanced level students increasingly expected to reject a cookbook
approach, to be ‘as chefs’; that is, able to make sound and leading-edge decisions about
research and researchers in education concerning:

» Where conceptualisations, problems and questions about and for research in education
come from?

» How aims, purposes and rationales for instances of research are established?

+ Why which epistemological, ontological, axiological and methodological approaches
might be taken or (best) avoided given their research questions?

» How and why research projects are influenced, designed and conducted in particular ways?

» For whom and how is research reported and communicated amid a range of audiences?

»  What might happen to a research inquiry once it has been completed?

Moreover, as in other fields of inquiry, while an instance and aggregate of research in
education can be as broad as it is narrow, or shallow as it is deep, in the specific case of
educational research we also noted that many entering the field are (or were) mid- or
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late-career educators or education administrators. For research to count to them intellectually,
professionally and practically, it is often assumed that it must make good sense and be
trustworthy as research for education, as well as in relation to its implications for the research
community, directly or indirectly.

This is not a wholly unproblematic position to base a research handbook upon, let alone
form a basis for the self-description of research and researchers (experientially or
conceptually). Why? We reasoned that whether educational research is conventionally
conceived, or in ways that demonstrate a requisite variety of possibilities, what is at issue is
what might be regarded as ways in which to examine the essentially socio-cultural habits of
researching education, including the dispositions and agendas of researchers, and their — even
our — ‘habits of mind’. A person is formed as a researcher, not born as one. Given this, we
should invite reflection on associated and particular histories, and the identities and purposes
at work in the people that have come to labour in this research field — and of course, when and
where we or they are able to enjoy the fruits of such labours.

Furthermore, based on our experience with academic colleagues, research students,
existing literature and ‘research methods training’, it is our view that many existing texts
used on educational research courses (whether as manuals or resources), do not necessarily
promote careful and structured critique of the role and contexts of traditions, possibilities, and
decisions — or their shapings and consequences — particularly when practitioners and
administrators or policy-makers (and others) are engaging with, and in, researching education.

For example, in straining at the ‘academic’ equivalent of ‘political correctness’, some
research training and professional development courses may provoke much (purported?)
genuflection amongst new and seasoned scholars; but the sessions on these can also be off
putting and limit users’ and novices’ engagements with the backgrounds and trajectories of the
researching of education. On the one hand, we become all too familiar with the problems of
studies that resort to positioning research methods as largely decontextualised and ahistorical
tools deployed from a toolkit or recipe book that (not?) ‘everybody uses’; on the other, we may
be presented with what appears to be a never ending labyrinth of ideas and critiques that all but
the most dedicated initiate wishes to fathom or traverse.

To us, the importance of traditions, possibilities and decisions to the texts we read and
engage for researching education will always be more than simply about attending to matters
of craft, technique or quality assurance in research design. Equally, concepts of research
professionalism must eschew checklists for successfully prosecuting a particular kind of
research project, as much as others bridle over emphatic or unthinking declarations that
‘this inquiry’ counts as an instance of ‘this’ or ‘that’ kind of research because it has invoked,
for example, such or such a ‘big name’. Rather, in navigating how we might reconfigure the
ways in which a reference text operates as a manual and resource, we find ourselves asking
how, as a Companion, such a text is designed to engage theoretical frameworks and core
substantive issues associated with various approaches to, and examples of, researching
education, as educational research.

So for this Companion, firstly, we considered this might be achieved through preparing
a collection of contributions that prompts deliberation about how, either singly or together,
authors manage to address a number of key dimensions and problematics within broader
concerns about, and settings for, researching education. As we illustrate in the Introduction
to each part, in this Companion, we focus on, why, in terms of research purposes, evidence,
authority, representation and legitimation, some traditions and practices have come to count,
and others are disputed — and hence, how it is, and on what and whose grounds, the theorising,
critique and advancement of thinking and practice has occurred, and hence might otherwise
take place in educational research.

Relatedly, we then sought to capture and express the changing contexts of this field of
inquiry, and its burgeoning diversity and eclecticism. We have focused on what we might
broadly count as social and political contexts in this Companion; others close to our hearts
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concern the ecological and relational (these will have to wait for other publishing
opportunities!). Suffice to say, educational research is now recognised as focusing on a
broad field of ideas and practices that extends far beyond the terrain and narrower confines
of the traditional introductory undergraduate and graduate courses about researching the
classroom and curriculum, or even more simply, inquiries about learning and teaching.
It has thus been important for us to show that interests in researching education extend
to a range of perspectives, settings, organisations and institutions which are beyond conven-
tional educational contexts, like schools, as well as the topics of traditional foundations
courses in education. Thus there are a range of issues, themes, and topics in this Companion
not commonly found on the aforementioned educational programmes: the question of their
selection here remains though, in terms of how these have traction on contemporary ‘concepts’
and ‘characterisations’ of educational research, as much as the ‘contexts’ for inquiry, their
‘legitimation’ and indeed, their ‘representation’.

For us, this attempt to broaden interest and debate in these ways was never simply
a question of whether to inject yet more philosophy, psychology, sociology, history or
anthropology into the body of educational scholarship (where the list is often expressed in
terms of a return to matters of foundations, or establishing new ones, even under the guise of
post-foundationalism). Rather, it has required us to grasp the nettle of whether it might
be better conceived as a question of how educational research and researchers address the
impact, problematics and challenges of researching educational phenomena in informal and
non-formal contexts and settings (be those spatially and/or temporally delimited).

To bring these introductory remarks together then, in this Companion our frame has
become that of presenting a range of perspectives and discussions on how researching
education has been, is, or could be understood in relation to our five sensitising constructs.
These are, how research in education is variously conceptualised, characterised,
contextualised, legitimated and represented. While each aspect can be used as a differential,
each also cascades into further questions and themes prompted by the others. Thus we prefer to
imagine the parts referenced to each sensitiser as kaleidoscopic (rather than telescopic or
microscopic) lenses for reflecting on educational inquiry. Readers might then trace themes via
a ‘structured multi-lensed’ reading strategy, regarding diverse perspectives as to what seems to
counts and why, as compelling research purposes, theories, evidence, and approaches.

To illustrate, one might enquire about the contextualisation of research in discussing the
background, history, social formations, policy settings, and so on, of a study or research
programme in education, but equally this dimension might also invite us to consider how and
why researchers establish that this should be the case. Similarly, considering how we concep-
tualise research in education might prompt questions and reflections about the (competing?)
purposes, procedures and authority of methods for a particular inquiry, such as how meaning-
ful or justifiable a particular research design (process) might be for a research question, even as
it might also set out to trace the warrant for argumentation within particular epistemes.
Furthermore, discussing research representations might well engage considerations of how
researchers articulate aspects associated with the ‘livedness’ and ‘embodiedness’ of gathering
and analysing ‘evidence’ from a variety of sources, such as people’s stories and impressions,
documents and records, situations and datasets, particularly but not exclusively in terms of the
(in)visibility of encounters between the researcher and researched in empirical studies of
education. But this might also be alongside that of, say, considerations of the ethics and
politics of the research process, and how these are (not?) recounted and represented in the
‘final text’. Thus, questions of legitimising research might, amongst other things, speak to
matters of how a project is justified or legitimated as educational research, such as in terms of
its lifeworld coherence, relevance or depth, as well as the conceptual adequacies of the study’s
design, warrants for its claims, ontology and/or epistemology.

Expressed in such kaleidoscopic ways then, it becomes clear that the key dimensions to our
Companion can be imagined and made to cut across and interact with a range of instances that
disrupt approaches typified by the conventions, traditions and approaches to discussing
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research in education as found in many standard approaches to research texts. Put bluntly, it is

not simply a case of choosing between quantitative, qualitative or mixed approaches. But we

might also expect another layer, asking what might this all look like in reality? In more detail,
for each part:

» Conceptualising Research in Education addresses key themes from critical accounts of
the various traditions, disciplines and approaches involved in conceptualising research in
education. It encourages us to appraise the purposes and foundations attributed to research
in education across quantitative, qualitative and mixed approaches, in relation to questions
raised here and in other parts on establishing and debating purpose, philosophy, tradition,
discipline, rigour, language, argument, theory and evidence — and their transformation as
educational research.

» Characterising Research in Education addresses the values, logics and principles of what
is deemed to characterise research in education as a researching of education, if not
educational research; for example, considering the purposes and underpinnings across
approaches (in the classroom, experimentally and non-experimentally, with and by
teachers, etc.), alongside matters of research regarded as science, problem-solving,
innovation, creative, holistic, philosophical, quality and/or standard, through reference to
examples of current educational research projects and initiatives — and debates.

» Contextualising Research in Education, as a lynchpin to the Companion, questions the
trends, challenges, and problematics of how research in education is contextualised, and in
so doing, how contexts might work with or against the grain of educational research, be that
politically, socially, culturally, economically, personally, philosophically, theoretically,
ideologically, and so forth.

» Legitimising Research in Education returns us to questions of our responsibility as
educational researchers to attend to issues such as what counts as knowledge or evidence
within and across various traditions of educational inquiry, as these pertain to notions of
quality, who judges, on what basis, and in whose interest it is to engage arguments about,
say, objectivity and subjectivity, and whether criteria in reflexive dialogue can direct us
toward the improvement of research practice in education.

» Representing Research in Education, which again, refracts and reframes the preceding
contributions, to raise various issues regarding the decisions education researchers might
make on what, who and how research in education is presented and represented, from start
to unfolding and concluding, alongside the practical, ethical and political implications of
those decisions for researchers, participants, research users and audiences with differing
research traditions, perspectives and expectations.

To illustrate further the kaleidoscopic nature of these many and varied concerns, when
researchers are invited to formulate and articulate a good research question, a fundamental
expectation is typically that of appraising what is already known about the research area, what
is researchable (which implies some limit to the research), and what is reasonable given
the timeliness, logistics and scope of the project.

This is often discussed in ‘textbook terms’ in relation to how to ensure one’s literature
review is systematic, comprehensive and relevant. Important as those qualities are, an under-
lying issue here is not to let ‘the tail wag the dog’. Working backstream, the qualities of the
reviewed studies, and their actuality as examples of ‘good educational research’ necessarily
interact with matters of how the inquiries were conceptualised, characterised and legitimated,
e.g. epistemologically in terms of a range of perspectives on what counted as knowledge about
the educational phenomena in question, and how that might be gathered and combined, is
contested, if not how knowledge is produced and made to count in and across various contexts.

Here then, we are inevitably invited to reflect on the intellectually-driven purposes for the
data collections and the spatio-temporal conditions within which that happened, before we can
attempt to generalise studies from one setting or context to another, i.e. discerning what is
crucial to how the research might be contextualised and represented here or/and elsewhere.
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We raise this because we cannot but see research and researching as mindful endeavours, even
if this is not always communicated in a set of ‘findings’. Whatever form these take, they are
characterised by a particular set of qualities for the project, for example, owing to the
participants in the study (e.g. researchers and researched and their relations), as well as its
logistics and precedents. It may be a trite example, but consider studies of playground
learning; ‘climate’ matters: in most summers it differs from that of most winters — be that
because of geographical and other contextual factors such as whether you are in some part of
Canada or Australia, at low or high altitude, in elementary or high school, part or not part of a
particular social group, and so forth. Equally, there might also be important questions to ask of
the grounds established for being able to share, conceptually and linguistically, the accounts
and constructions of the knowledge of education offered, if not legitimate criticisms and uses
to which such research is subjected or put.

Similarly, we might speculate as to why traditions of thinking about conventions and
principles in research ethics so often seem to have been traduced to questions of anonymity
and confidentiality in Anglo-American domains, or more recently, to considering the rights
and responsibilities of researchers to the researched, research community and stakeholders in
guidelines or codes of ethics (as in the American Educational Research Association’s guid-
ance). In our view, there are other questions and movements that can be productively pursued
here, if we adopt a critical historical perspective. This is because, as noted quite vocally in
post-colonial contexts, in some quarters there is resistance to research, or research is co-opted.
Contemporary instantiations of participatory research, student voice research, and so forth,
might enable us to see the issues from different angles and standpoints, if not to show pursuit
of a ‘correct method’ largely extinguishes attention to many ethical issues, despite
protestations otherwise. This speaks to us again of matters of contextualisation, legitimation
and representation of ‘research ethics’ — indeed, of recognising and interrogating the voices,
positions and frames that have become dominant, powerful and compelling in ‘researching
education ethically’.

Taken these aspects together then, we invite the reader to consider the constellations and
layerings of conceptualisation, characterisation, contextualisation, legitimation and represen-
tation in and across educational inquiry. This ‘turning aside’ from a more prototypical preoc-
cupation with methodology was prompted because we do not accept that research practitioners
are fundamentally privileged to provide an account of the field, but often act as if they are by
focusing their accounts on method. Rather than try to eliminate privilege though, perhaps we
might first gain greater purchase and traction in comprehending the multifaceted aspects of
education through inquiry, by illuminating some of the connective tissue of all manner of
inquiries through these five lenses? Thus, considering how we both approach and understand
the importance, fullness, variety and pace of experiences, practices, concepts and claims of
researching education — including the ambitions and attentions researchers put their minds to in
prosecuting their inquiries — can return us swiftly to the ongoing matter of frames.

Framing the Text

Any account of research in education, including this one, has limitations as well as strengths.
Just as surveys always evidence a selection (in that because of the action of sampling, they are
never exhaustive of phenomena), so too must we acknowledge and show that alternatives
are possible in the Companion. Responses and critical commentaries to each chapter were
deliberately commissioned and are presented to offer some ‘writing back’ on the lead
contributions. Read together, these may help us further wrestle with aspects of the coercive,
hegemonic, quotidian, normative, and ipsative, in our accounts of, and lenses for, researching
education. Similarly, while the treatments of the themes in each part are distinctive in the
various subsections and transactions between authors, the deliberate inclusion of a range of
response formats is to signal, however modestly, that we do not suggest a matter is settled or
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staid, but rather, some further light can be cast on the content, practice and challenges that
the theme or topic presents.

This practising of reflexivity in our ‘table of contents’ then is largely to show how
researchers of education can generate, modify and criticise their own arguments, whilst
engaging and remaining open to ideas and discourses external to it. For example, in the last
chapter of the final part of the Companion, John Willinsky explores a perceived openness
within current educational research, flowing from the ‘open access movement’. Well aware of
debates concerning the scientific nature of scholarship, authors of chapters and commentaries
on issues of representing educational research struggle with researcher responsibility within
this openness. Moreover, as fields of social science and educational inquiry continue to
expand, these issues remain far from resolved across diverse research genres where quality
is differentially defined. So it seems crucial that amongst major issues of conceptualisation,
characterisation, contextualisation and legitimation, perennial questions of knowledge con-
struction and, ultimately, educational praxis are underscored, and that issues of representation
maintain a firm place within the Companion. However, questions remain, particularly on what
seems important in times of ‘paradigm proliferation’. Perhaps it is not so much what the
changes are but how we think and talk about them?

The purpose of the final part of the Companion can therefore be understood as about
creating conditions for thinking about the (im)possibilities of mimesis, that is, how we think
we can represent the world(s?) of education in words and actions. Within the social sciences,
where faithfulness in representation is perhaps not as straightforward as some would like, the
route now seems to be much more philosophical than scientific, and hence a politics of inquiry
has evolved around talk of methodologies and methods. Researchers increasingly look beyond
assumptions of a unitary epistemology to inquiry and learn how to find their ground within a
complex of highly contested onto-epistemic positions. Representation becomes a crucial issue
where educational research involves bridging or respecting incompatibilities of world and
words/actions through interpretation. Contributors to this part of the Companion discuss their
struggles to become more conscious and reflexive in addressing concerns of representing
people and their lives across genres that interact in complex ways within theoretical
perspectives.

John Schostak, for example, illustrates several historically based concerns about who has
the right to represent others in educational research. His chapter creates space for discussion of
methodological diversity that, in response, Georgina Stewart wants expanded further into the
identity politics implicated in issues of social justice from critical, indigenous, feminist and
poststructural frames. In other words, Stewart asks for ‘more please’, — via a deeper grounding
of representational issues within complex ethico-political spaces. And if these spaces and
places for educational research are ‘inscripted’, as Roth’s chapter proposes, then issues of
scale concerning levels of abstraction might become more conscious to education researchers
who are working to become more articulate about how they make strategic choices. What is
key here, it seems, is awareness of both cultural and various forms of media discourse so that
their representations of associated phenomena such as emotion and voice remain credible.
Such sensitivities and unsurprisingly, choices, become crucial in the world of visual represen-
tation as Pozzer-Ardenghi’s vignette reminds, where the subjective nature and aesthetic
impact of representations are manifestly obvious.

Several contributions to our final part also work to extend these arguments for voice,
emotion and aesthetics within forms of educational inquiry, as deeper tests for the onto-
epistemic groundings of forms of arts-based performative text in researching education.
Kathy Nolan’s study of preservice teachers’ images of mathematics and science portrays
participants’ voices as aesthetic-emotional images that gain credibility through participant
involvement in representations of their experiences that are sometimes uncomfortable as well
as disruptive. Wanda Hurren’s response further disrupts readers’ assumptions of standard text
form by combining place-based text with personal experience of place. She attempts to
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represent the ‘word in the world’ in wilful contradiction of both the fixed nature of place and
identity. She personifies place through levels of abstraction beyond simple interpretation.
Nolan’s and Hurren’s contributions are also suggestive of ways in which various other
‘turns’ — corporeal, material, temporal and spatial — may be implicated in the philosophical
and theoretical construction of perspective (as artform) that challenge orthodoxies of
representation within the researching of education.

Creative thinking in the onto-epistemic ground of research representation is also evident
in Leggo and Sameshima’s openly active argument for the use of fictional writing in narrative
identity work. Their intent is to change their own voice to that of storyteller in order to
change the way their research participants are represented, that is, as actors in a research
narrative (rather than have one codified, objectivised, and fragmented) — and (how all) this
makes for a political statement. Thus in trying to create spaces for ‘artful ways of knowing’,
their work is consistent with Stewart, Nolan and Hurren’s search for critical onto-epistemic
discussion spaces that remain sensitive to the conceptual, characterful, contextual and justifi-
catory processes implicit to a necessary politics of representation. As boundary work that
attempts to move the history of the fields of education inquiry, these authors are amongst the
next generation of scholars that will decide ‘what counts’, as both commentators testify.
In fact, Guiney Yallop and then Wiebe explore writing as research, using fictionalised
narratives generated by themselves and others as ‘participants’ as ways of capturing complex
experiences in storied and poetic images to present their own challenges of representation.

We draw our Introduction to a close by briefly considering the final set of chapters in the
Companion, which attempt to perform and challenge (re)presentation across the ‘digital
divide’. Lisa Korteweg engages the changing dynamics of educational research within the
spaces of social media, in that these make users into producers of educational research,
reducing the ‘double(d) hermeneutic’ with a revisioned form of participatory inquiry. Her
work represents a worldview that questions notions of the academic within the public sphere.
It asks serious and new ethical questions about the democratics and unfinishedness of digital
participation/representation as necessary issues of quality in educational research that cross
traditional frontiers. M. J. Barrett’s frontal assault on the inertia of the research regulations at
her conferring university raises similar questions about how researchers learn to go about
seeking better justification for developing and maintaining a particular, if not alternative,
perspective. The ‘game of representation’ is obviously one of deepening scholarship and of
challenging foundational thinking. Rapoport’s use of open access software, Barrett’s poetic
hypertext, Korteweg’s digital or web-based generation and the critical narrative work of
several other authors, consciously seek to disrupt linear readings of their work, in order to
construct a particular presentation of self in the taken-for-granted assumptions about people-
world connections expressed as ‘educational research’.

Willinsky’s optimistic notions of a new openness within educational research, then, seems
to foreshadow changes in thinking about representing the researching of education as
represented in the experiences of many authors in this part, if not elsewhere. Each contribution
serves to remind readers about the challenges of being responsible within (and occasionally
perhaps, beyond) those horizons that claim a new openness in scholarly inquiry. The part’s
authors, in their own ways, view inquiry (framed onto-epistemically) as multiple, yielding
differences that yield differences in ways of ‘prosecuting’ and ‘representing’ educational
research. Each retains a certain pragmatic response to critique in creative acts of reflexive
self-examination at all stages of the inquiry process. While onto-epistemic difference, rather
than the search for commonality, is the message, acknowledging obvious problems of
representational adequacy is crucial to serious scholarship. Coming to representation issues
with a fuller consciousness of ‘it depends’-type issues embedded within layers of subjective
consciousness, these researchers of education are left to construct meaningful and useful
accounts of their work within diverse knowledge cultures.

Introduction
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Understandably, the authors in the concluding part of the Companion are acutely sensitive
to the power inherent in the production of knowledges about others. So too are many of the
contributors to the preceding parts. Researchers of education hold privileged positions by
reasoning and deciding what are the important questions, and in directing the methodological
process, the interpretive acts and the flows of discourse. Thus in contributing to the Compan-
ion, these authors recognise questions of authority, communication and representation as onto-
epistemic, and thus inherently political too — they want to work towards a critical politics of
knowledge generation. Many in educational research are looking for strategies of methodo-
logical engagement and representation that work to shift and displace interpretive authority
through the proliferation of knowledges, well grounded within the serious work of scholarship.
As Gillian Rose (1997) once said, we cannot know everything, but by acknowledging our
uncertainties, perhaps we can do something more modest, and real. We can inscribe in our
educational research practices and representations some elements of critical reflexivity that
acknowledge our struggle to understand what it means to know, teach and learn.

Finally, it remains that an editorial partnership remains as much ‘an act of courage’ as
compromise. The three of us came to this project with diverse passions, histories, priorities and
experiences in engaging and explaining the researching of education. Collaborating on this
project has deepened our vision of what is deemed sufficient as well as what can be signified
when we encounter and evaluate educational inquiries. We hope the Companion might afford
something similar for its readers.

Alan D. Reid

E. Paul Hart
Michael A. Peters
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Abstract

This chapter introduces the contributions to the Companion that focus on aspects of
conceptualising research in education. As a whole, lead chapters and response pieces
illustrate the ways in which concepts and conceptions can be challenged by raising
questions about how particular thematics have come to dominate conventional framings
and understandings of researching education. Contributions explore such topics as the merits
of the view that ‘research in education’ must somehow remain distinct from ‘educational
research’, and how this might be challenged through reference to arguments that promote a
framing of ‘research through education’, and ‘research as education’. The introduction
also draws on wider links to other themes in the Companion, namely, why this might
matter to how we characterise, contextualise, legitimate and represent research in education,
particularly if ‘research’ were to be conceptualised as obtaining through ‘education’, rather
than the reverse.

Keywords
Inquiry « Traditions of education research « Research paradigms « Discipline » Research as
education

In this introductory chapter, we consider the broad features
of contributions to this Part of the Companion, on
conceptualising research in education. As a whole, the
Part focuses on some of the concepts or ideas that might
be entertained, privileged and disputed about researching
education, the ways in which research in education might
be fundamentally categorised, and the thinking and
research imaginations associated with perceiving or regard-
ing educational research in some ways rather than others.
Taken together, the chapters and response pieces serve to
challenge various familiar and unfamiliar concepts and
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conceptions of research in education, offering arguments

and reflections about how research in education has been,

and might be, variously understood. For the purposes of this

Companion, these challenges focus on core debates about

the adequacies of a wide range of traditions, paradigms,

designs, practices, truths and ‘lived experiences’ associated
with working in this field. In effect, they centre on how we
respond to the following types of question:

»  Which concepts and conceptions have come to dominate
conventional and particular understandings of research in
education, and why?

+ What flows from maintaining the view that ‘research
in education’ is distinct from ‘educational research’, and
might we think otherwise here? And,

«  Why might it matter to how we characterise, contextualise,
legitimate and represent research in education, if we
understand educational research as inquiries that also
seek to qualify as self-education?
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Challenging Conventional Understandings
of Research in Education

When we consider the range of library resources, teaching
materials and instructional experiences available for
introducing us to the principles and practice of education
research, we do well to step back and ask which aspects
have become key to evaluating a particular study as an
instance of education research, if not ‘keys’ to wider debate?
For Hanan Alexander, it is never simply a matter of asking
about the quality of methods, let alone their assurance. Rather,
as he shows in the Companion’s opening contribution, we
might better consider those concepts and conceptions that
serve to constitute and contest the ‘paradigms’ and other
such ‘frameworks’ for educational research.

Alexander’s chapter offers a lengthy riposte to accounts
of the ‘traditions of inquiry’ that tend to focus researchers’
attention on methods and methodology. Taking a principled
stand ‘against methodolatry’ (a theme we return to in the
second Part of the Companion), he offers a masterful
engagement with the challenges of conceiving education
research largely in terms of competing methodological
paradigms. He illustrates the shortcomings of this approach
by exploring how such perspectives have been put to work in
particular and constrained ways, unpicking examples from
the various ‘dispatches’ and ‘factions’ involved in methodo-
logical ‘skirmishes and wars’. In asking which concepts and
conceptions are essentially abstractions from the realities
of practicing research in education, Alexander invites us
to recognise that there are narrow and broad ways of
conceiving (and relatedly, historicizing) research in educa-
tion, particularly when we talk of science and inquiry. How-
ever, discourse on these matters risks becoming increasingly
unreflexive as the ‘frontline’ of debate, let alone ‘research
training’ and ‘professional development’. In considering its
conditions, parameters and limits, we must pay close atten-
tion to the vocabulary and grammar of our argumentation, as
these resource and mobilise our concepts and conceptions,
particularly if we want to advance the conversation.

Continuing with this particular discursive frame though,
risks perpetuating a troublesome blind spot in scholarship
about educational research. Researched knowledge is
routinely driven by, made from, and tested against, experi-
ence; put plainly, the experience(s) of the sponsors,
producers, participants and users of the research. In various
ways, it is these ‘folk’ who variously negotiate, settle and
dispute a research question and the purview for the research,
and why, if at all, it might or should count as an educational
inquiry. It is never simply a question of construct validity,
content validity or ecological validity. What is at stake for
Alexander, is an understanding of education research that
isn’t mired by the discursive distortions of activities that
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have come to dominate much contemporary thought and
activity in relation to educational research, such as that
associated with ‘making a bid’. The terms of reference that
govern much of this activity have focused researchers’ and
readers’ attention primarily on the whats, whys, whens,
wheres, hows, and whos of a study. Arguably, these are
better raised primarily in relation to the research design,
and in recognising this, we might clear a space once more
to ask why the research is important for education, and on
what grounds it can be shown to be ‘educational’ research.

For Alexander, a concern here is that in either
emphasising or deconstructing concepts and conceptions of
reliability, validity and generalisability, or their alternatives,
we seldom achieve much more than a reiteration or
retrenching of the terms and logics of empiricism. As Alex-
ander ponders, if one wishes to transcend this, there must be
another way out of this particular bind for researchers of
education. The approach he recommends is one that serves
to uncover a key question about the coherence of the ideas
and insights sought in research, with the means and ends of
producing and adjucating them in and as educational
research, because, it is hoped, what is afoot is primarily an
exercise in, and evidence of, excellent scholarship.

Alexander also detects a crack for further light to creep in
to the (at times, restrained) contemporary discourse about
research ‘justifications’, by first tracing and then re-tracing
how ‘Anglo-American’ models for thinking about quantita-
tive and qualitative approaches to research have come to
dwarf alternative accounts of studying human ‘nature and
conduct’ in educational settings. The particular intellectual
burdens and clashes associated with ‘qual vs. quant’
discourses seem to have had the cumulative effect of focus-
ing our debates (once more) on methodological sensibilities
and positionings, such that they also tend to eclipse
associated questions of epistemological purpose, fecundity
and coherence — and to this, we might add, similar questions
of the ontological.

However, by drawing on Michael Oakeshott’s work,
Alexander suggests we shouldn’t seek to address such a
crack solely by pursuing reframings of what is at stake. Rather
it appears the crack can be widened further first, when we
contemplate questions of the priority and substance of
research judgement and its formation in and as ‘educational
research’. An adequate response necessarily moves us away
from matters of reliability and validity alone, towards a
broaden reconception of the ethical, political and aesthetic
dimensions of a project or programme of educational research
— most notably in terms of how it is rooted, what it entails, and
what might flow from it for, and possibly as, ‘education’ (we
return to this point later). The particular dimensions
highlighted here also seem to matter in the ways they help
push accounts of research design away from a concept of
methodology indexed primarily to technical features (usually,
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establishing the merits or shortcomings of the logic of method
chosen for a study) towards those of what counts (again?) as
the significance of the research for education: from concept to
execution, if not more usually in academia these days, in
relation to claims of ‘impetus’ to ‘impact’.

Such a possible reworking of the terms of debate neces-
sarily broaches issues of how explanatory rigour is
actualised in a multi-disciplinary and interdisciplinary
field, and the challenges of acknowledging the possibilities
of ‘fallacy and limit’ in research for the field, be that under-
stood primarily in terms of the methodological, epistemo-
logical or/and ontological. In other words, Alexander invites
researchers of education to share and examine the warrants
and grounds for any claims to equivalence and legitimacy of
diverse theories and understanding of knowledge and know-
ing through education research, including how they relate to
technical and practical knowledge interests as objects and
outcomes of educational inquiry. It is here that he most
heavily emphasises the value of what he sees as a possibly
productive shift in dominant concept, to that of conceiving
of educational research as more an ‘art’ than a ‘science’.
This is because questions of the truth, conduct and connois-
seurship of inquiry beg ethical, political and aesthetic
considerations and reflections in the decisions made by
researchers. These are already well serviced by arts-focused
scholarship and deliberations, such as in questions on the
qualities of participation and engagement, the limits of per-
ception, and the challenges of legitimating and representing
the very stuff of ‘phenomena’. A focus then on ‘the art and
craft’ of educational research might also further open up
queries as to why research might be characterised and
contextualised in some ways rather than others with others,
and as such, always already appears to suggest some pur-
posefulness and intentionality, within or against a ‘tradition’
in an(y) account of educational research. Indeed, in his
conclusion, he argues:

Educational research worthy of the name can only be properly
conducted within the context of explicit and adequately defined
visions of the good in which non-dogmatic norms, values, and
ideals are articulated to govern policies, practices, and
pedagogies. ... to understand what counts as more or less
meritorious, one must first possess a concept of what it means
for an activity to be worthwhile, which is precisely the job of an
adequately defended vision of the good.

Richard Pring’s response roundly commends the terms
and goals of Alexander’s urgings, in both analysing and
attempting to redirect the focus and choice of what we
come to conceive and represent as ‘truly’ ‘educational’
‘research’. To grasp why the scare quotes are necessary
here, as in when we train our attention on what it means to
research something fully, we can note that Pring elaborates
how simplifications and reductions of research accounts to a
language of rival and irreconcilable paradigms will often fly

in the face of broader philosophical reflections about the
scope of education and its possible research — particularly,
if not somewhat counter-intuitively, in relation to its likeli-
hood and limits.

‘Educational research’ driven by interests that seems to put
practical matters first, and theoretical second — to reverse the
proverbial ‘cart before the horse’ detected here — may also
risk another blind spot: of those essential questions in educa-
tion such as, “What must we do to educate the young?” and
“How should we organise the provision of education?” These,
it seems, are routinely silenced (perhaps by default, but also
by design) in some research accounts, as when we witness the
heavy-handed trumping of ‘Theory’ or accede all queries to
that which is in the ‘evidence base’, and what that might
suggest or tell on the matter at hand. If nothing, should we
simply decide a research claim is not ‘theoretically-rich’ or
‘evidence-based’, request further research, or ponder whether
it is actually researchable this way, or that?

Revisiting these concerns and their complexities, including
their origins and their/our ‘answers’ to them, we see that
philosophical, historical, and ethical perspectives (in addition
to aspects of previous, contemporary and future orientations
about researching education) are typically implicit in their
raising, even as we might also recognise that responses
demand more than empirical or theoretical discourses to
address key questions of education. In other words, we must
recognise that the meanings ascribed to any data or theory, as
well as the contestation of their meanings will inevitably draw
from iteratively constructed, cultured and enculturated
conversations about educational matters.

That we can recognise studies of education may contrib-
ute to both silences and conversations in logically distinctive
and different ways to other forms and features of ‘the
research conversation’, is to invite another question: of
what is distinctive and shared about our conceptions and
concepts of researching education, and educational research,
across the sciences, humanities and arts. At the heart of this
is the simple matter of recognising that it is not research that
sustains education, but education that sustains research, in
whatever field of inquiry. Put differently, we are still
learning about research, and how to research, and will
always (need to) do so. For Pring then, before proceeding
to addressing what is distinctive, a resemblance, or shared,
we might consider framing this somewhat differently: why
not reconsider which educational questions stand behind our
research questions, particularly when the game in question
seems to be about the making and testing of claims to know
about education? A secondary challenge soon follows: what
must any meaning or claims making look like from ‘out-
side’? But again, before rushing into this framing, perhaps
we could reframe that too. Consider what this might mean
if we are to play with or take seriously, the notion of being
‘outward looking’: that is, not just considering how the



research makes sense on one’s own terms or to one’s
‘community’ or ‘community of practice’ (conceptually,
politically, contextually, provisionally, etc.), but what it is
that makes it recognisable to others in and across the fields of
education research, if not as ‘education research’, and
‘educational research’ to the interested reader and researcher
from ‘elsewhere’.

“No Discipline Knows More than
All Disciplines.” (Francois Taddai)

David Bridges’ contribution to this Part of the Companion
builds on these challenges, as much as it also presents a way
of reworking them. He distinguishes between discipline as a
general requirement of any research inquiry, and a discipline
as illustrative of an organised form of knowledge that
structures and governs inquiries amongst a community of
researchers. Notions of a field both of and for educational
research inevitably marshal a complex range of questions
about disciplines, populating and repopulating what counts
as research questions, methods and methodologies, if not
also constraining the diversity of forms of legitimation and
representation, and the theoretical and interpretative
frameworks and contexts used in or for education research.
Given all this, it appears we must recognise — and interro-
gate? — why within all this, some ‘ologies’ or ‘isms’ are (and/
or remain) regarded as ‘foundational’ to education, as with
sociological, anthropological, psychological, philosophical
and historical understandings of education.

Even though we see some hankering after a post-
foundational, transdisciplinary or intersectional construc-
tion, as Bridges shows, the vitality of educational inquiry is
dampened considerably by ceding questions of what to con-
ceive and characterise as educational research to, on the one
hand, a discipline specific (i.e. ‘siloed’) way of thinking, and
on the other, making it subject to ‘outsider’ agendas, many
of which are increasingly experienced through the lens of the
‘interdisciplinary’. Yet there remains the view that only
through (self)discipline and a discipline may we learn to
be free in our thoughts and actions as researchers. Otherwise,
the charge goes, there is always the prospect of uncertainty,
if not power plays, over which disciplines are to apply when,
and which to eschew, in researching education. Post- or
transdisciplinary sensibilities can prove tempting but may
be ultimately unhelpful here, as when they fail to address the
ways in which education research as a realm for scholarly
endeavour remains at its heart, a rule-governed activity, and
as such, necessarily closes down as much as opens up worth-
while avenues for ‘educational inquiry’.
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For example, a critical reading of the literature to prepare
and pursue an educational research question remains both a
disciplinary and disciplined undertaking. It is undertaken
with particular literature in particular ways in order to under-
stand what constitutes a productive research programme for
a research topic on educational matters, such that its further-
ance will, however directly or tangentially, advance the
discipline and disciplines of education, and we would
hope, its research. Reading doesn’t stop at the proposal
stage, it continues with a range of intensities and foci as
the research unfolds, and we might pay particular attention
to its role in the forming of conclusions about the signifi-
cance of the study. For Bridges, demonstrating the various
whats and whys, be those theoretically, empirically and/or
pragmatically to the satisfaction of others, is just as impor-
tant as demonstrating those features to the mind of the
researcher seeking approval of and commitment to their
work throughout its various phases. But as Bridges also
notes, in constituting and demonstrating that the study is a
legitimate example of education research, that doesn’t
necessitate deferring to accounts of disciplinary or transdis-
ciplinary priorities either.

Given Bridges’ association with the development and
critical appreciation of educational action research alongside
his work in using philosophy and philosophy of education in
research, perhaps it is little surprise that he expects educa-
tional research to be marked by the qualities of sustained,
systematic, careful and thorough forms of inquiry made
public, not least because it requires a shared and critical,
disciplined and scholarly discourse. We must, it appears,
continue to work through the intellectual criteria that really
matter to understanding the ways in which this or that study
can be characterised as a worthwhile intelligent and intelli-
gible task, illustrative in its prosecution as an achievement of
‘educational research’.

Summoning a relationally-focused framework (as offered in
this case, by historian, Lynn Hunt), Bridges reminds us that an
‘epistemic community’ of education researchers is indispens-
able as much as it necessitates the existence and continuation of
a spirited community of ‘arguers, enquirers and critics’. Some-
what inevitably, the community must evolve as the disciplines
evolve, particularly given that the community’s conditions of
possibility and primary outlets are within the knowledge-power
systems and dynamics of academia. Thus, for Bridges, novice
to seasoned researchers can’t escape the requirement of contin-
ually engaging ‘the discipline of discipline’, even as they
collectively and individually attempt to consolidate or/and
refashion the structures of power that govern the conception
and practice of their research field and endeavours. And all this,
it would appear, amid and across an apparent and growing
diversity of research designs and priorities!
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Agoraphobia in the Agora?

Peter Roberts responds to Bridges’ chapter by exploring
whether a renewed focus on the discipline and disciplines of
research squares with the experience and structures of
contemporary academic lives and livelihoods. Roberts draws
his illustrations from ‘scholarly settings’ in New Zealand to
consider the impetus for and constraints on maintaining
disciplined enquiry, particularly following the rise of neolib-
eral policies in governing academic research about education.
Roberts notes a twist here: the ‘unit of analysis’ is increas-
ingly that of the researcher and her outputs, rather than some-
thing associated with that which is claimed to be better known
and understood because of good educational research. He
concludes that addressing the loss of respect for the place of
critique in higher education is a serious matter in the educa-
tion of the next generation of education researchers and
scholars, particularly when we consider what is formed and
valued for its own sake in research communities. Roberts
notes, albeit wryly, that these too must be considered to be
inseparable from matters of institutional forms and histories,
power structures and priorities for educational research.
Policy-driven disruptions to those, from both within and
without, are seen to reconstruct as much as they restructure
the ‘preferred’ values, sensibilities, relations and orientations
that characterise the field’s ‘epistemic communities’. Hence
what it is possible to conceive as educational research is never
a question of ‘mind over matter’ but one heavily embedded in
the realities of sharing and reworking the lived experiences of
those participating in developing and contesting educational
research.

For Hugh Lauder, in responding to both Bridges and
Roberts, all this serves to suggest that something else is
really at stake: how theory generation and appraisal are
supported and developed in researching education, be that
in disciplined or post-disciplinary ways. If the way we con-
ceive of the purpose and acts of researching education is to
encourage and engage critical questions about the robustness
and persistence of particular theories about education
(including the resources and impetus for their development
and contestation), then the social contexts and political
interests that fuel and constrain the explanatory breadth
and depth of our best theories must be regularly examined
too, especially, but not only, in the ‘epistemic communities’
of the academy. Riffing on Quine’s axioms, Lauder explores
the implications of the claim that ‘our theories are always
underdetermined by the evidence’. In fact for Lauder, it is
crucial that education researchers do, and show, their home-
work; for example, in ways that clarify how ‘nascent
theories’ have become ‘well formed’ about education phe-
nomena, whilst in so doing, researchers can show others they

are able to commit to maintaining a culture of relations and
resources for theoretical and empirical critique. Thus an
epistemic community might look more like a place for
allowing further and free(r) deliberation, unshackled for
example, from ideologically- or ‘evidentially’ driven biases?
And as before, all this, of course, amid the debris of many
persistent and occasionally abandoned proto-theories, if not
theories that no longer have the explanatory power and
traction expected of them on the reality they are supposed
offer knowledge about ...

Why is this important for how we conceive of educa-
tional research? If we aren’t to misrecognise our priorities,
tasks, resources and ourselves, says Lauder, we should
always closely consider what appears in our writing and
writing practices, i.e. the principal mode for communicat-
ing our studies. These should ensure that the development
and debate of our research bears witness to its role as a key
site for advancing and demonstrating ‘reflexivity’ about
theory generation and appraisal. This is because theories
are constitutive of researched knowledge, as much as
researched knowledge is constitutive of theory.
Recognising this dialectical relation both in text and in
our epistemic communities requires the discipline of pub-
licly tracing how theories were ‘seeded and nurtured’,
‘feed’ and possibly ‘weeded’, as together researchers and
readers carefully examine accounts of what becomes
received and accepted, and argued and critiqued, within
and across disciplinary contexts and boundaries for educa-
tional research questions and practices. On this view,
understanding why knowledge is reliable or not still has
its place, but so too does its relational aspects —how various
people understand it (or not), and developed it (or not). In
other words, for Lauder, appreciating which theories
researchers of education have both invested in and strug-
gled over within their communities (if not their careers and
networks), is another crucial site for reflexivity.

‘Data are always theory impregnated’, and from this point
Lauder argues that unless an active empirical research
programme is maintained, there is the distinct threat that
“Theory’ becomes overly abstracted (even fossilized?) in
relation to the empirical realm; in other words, an epistemic
community risks having it treated as increasingly free-
floating of the contextual, originary and developmental
conditions that nurtured, sustain and constrain it. In fact, as
phenomena and contexts for educational inquiry are
reconstituted and reconfigured across time and space, under-
standing what this thing called ‘education’ now is (let alone,
was, has, or might become), implies that a researcher is only
ever able to add a ‘comma in the discourse’ as opposed to a
‘full stop’. Thus the quality of theory, or better, theorizing,
are important candidates for marking out ‘the achievement’
of educational research.



Quasimodo and Inquiry: As If, in the Style
of, Research?

Shifting registers again, the Companion’s next chapter
rehearses whether the key to distinguishing the key features
of researching education and educational research is not
what researchers have to say ‘about’ education ‘to’
practitioners, but rather establishing what makes such
research educational. In this regard, Stefan Ramaekers’ is
concerned with the qualities and demonstration of transfor-
mation in relation to educational research. As he shows
throughout his contribution, this is not to abandon a quest
for truth or knowledge per se in researching education, but to
offer a deeper (and perhaps fuller) acknowledgement of
human involvement in understanding the world as we con-
sider the ‘pursuit of truth(s) in educational research’.

Carefully blending a range of meditations on social sci-
ence with salient extracts from a classic science fiction story
on the institutions and practice of ‘education’, Ramaekers
doesn’t want to overstate his point about the quest for trans-
formative potential. In fact, in querying why focusing on
‘what works’ in education research doesn’t always work, he
shows this is because the relation to truth predicated in much
of that research seriously imperils the recognition and status
of the subjective investments of education researchers and
practitioners in what is counted and performed as this or that
instance or version of the ‘transformational” within educa-
tional research. In other words, in that such a focus can fail
to give attention to the features and struggles of living with
or even transcending the ‘human condition’, both the stress
and Ramaeker’s concern here is firmly placed on the side of
the possibility, as opposed to any guarantor, of the truth of
educational research.

Also ‘against methodolatry’, Ramaekers takes the argu-
ment further by illustrating how becoming overly obsessed
with research methodology as in effect, ‘all the proof that is
needed’ of the quality of research, further risks another slide:
into making the research ‘researcher proof’. It is as if what
works is about finding what is ‘really real’ in education
without ‘contamination’ by human lives or interests. Robotic
educational research, anyone? Surely that is a contradiction
in terms?

Playing with this conundrum, his chapter returns to a
dialogue in Isaac Asimov’s Profession, to illustrate what it
might (and might not) mean to be educated. Ramaekers uses
this question to argue for a recognition and revitalisation of
the power of creative thought in claiming to demonstrate
educational research. Here, evidence of thinking is also
evidence of engagement with subject matter and meaning
making; while to demonstrate our ‘nous’ about whatever it is
we are researching, researchers must show they are
searching out, rather than shying away from, that which
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affords a ‘transformation of existence’. This is because
through the practice of educational research, our estimates
of ‘the worth of existence’ must surely be shaken.

A response by Stijn Mus applauds Ramaekers’
contentions as prompting a more engaged investigation of
the truth within educational research. Mus also holds that
travelling this path requires the exercise of judgement (like
Alexander and Pring), but here our concern must extend to
other questions of the intelligibility of our research
endeavours. Thus Mus elaborates on the themes of the pre-
ceding contributions by considering whether judgements
themselves are able to illustrate the sense and extent of
responsiveness and responsibility of researchers to the
making of ‘intelligible’ educational research on the part of
the writers and readers of associated texts. While in
foreshadowing some of the themes of the third and fifth
Parts of the Companion (on contextualisation and represen-
tation), Mus argues that many of our conceptions of research
display unspoken limits, particularly if they are framed by
concepts that privilege the objects of educational research as
those that also ‘betray’ — as metaphor and form of resem-
blance — untested and untestable assumptions concerning an
external, stable reality that is being researched. This is
shown to be problematical because such understandings
tend to erase the fact that research operates as a cultural
event within a particular cultural context (if not flux, despite
the apparent inertias within many of our concepts of educa-
tion and research). Mus suggests that in Ramaekers’ terms,
this is doubly problematic, as a demanding reading of edu-
cational research is that which, to qualify as such, requires
demonstration of transformation, not just its potential. The
stakes, therefore, are higher still: an educational research
that endows reality with particular meanings, is research
that is reflective of the cultural agreements and challenges
that demanded, and demands, its enaction.

Whether the design of such educational research can still
remain largely a question of research design, or must be
‘troubled’ further by considering the ‘designs for research’,
is playfully and insightfully addressed by Paul Smeyers. His
chapter stresses that educational research inevitably engages
the terrain of the philosophical because it is always shot
through with concepts and social practice. Smeyers is
quick to show the value of regarding research as a ‘perfor-
mative intervention’, that is, interested and predisposed
towards particular modes of explanation. And this, unsur-
prisingly, requires an account of research design that is never
principally or solely linked to description of method.

Smeyers is keen to explore the implications of such initial
provocations: quantitative approaches risk running into
problems when the ends of research are ignored in the design
by researchers, or perhaps when factors are invoked that
may (cor)relate at a statistical level, but operate rather
independently in the messiness of ‘a fuller reality’. Brute
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(i.e. unthinking) application of quantitative approaches to each
and every research question won’t do either; they risk
amounting to an ‘abbreviated’ form of research thinking that
serves to neglect various subtleties on the planes and
transactions of human experience and interaction. Equally,
qualitative approaches can demonstrate certain weaknesses
too, particularly when researchers appear to pursue designs
that will state the obvious, or undermine some of the holistic
aspects of its presuppositions, as in expecting to have findings
‘transferable’ or ‘transferred’ without necessary qualifications
for another context. A contradiction in design terms seems to
be at work, such that we find Heraclitus’ old saw must still
have its teeth: “No man ever steps in the same river twice, for
it’s not the same river and he’s not the same man.”

In short, if educational researchers really are interested in
‘how things are’ within and across times, relations and
places, then they need to be transparent about the conceptual
framework and concepts that they use to make sense of the
multitude of education-related phenomena they are
presented with in the very particular moments associated
with their claims- and meaning-making. Smeyers charges
that this also necessitates we pay close attention to how these
matters are communicated intersubjectively, including the
limitations to communication (and thus legitimations and
representations) that obtain given the aforementioned
considerations.

To develop this further, Smeyers draws on a distinction
made be David Polkinghorne about narrative research. He
shows, in effect, that the ‘analysis of education’ is not equiv-
alent to ‘educational analysis’; the former is indexed to what
counts as the research object, the latter the distinguishing
features of ‘the process and results’ of the inquiry. The pres-
ence and significance of the researcher and practitioner differ
in each case too, as do the expectation of being able to offer a
description and/or multiple interpretations. Linking this to
Peter Winch’s interests in the philosophy and practice of
empirical study, Smeyers then argues that key elements of
conceptual inquiry must also mark educational research; oth-
erwise, how do we know or demonstrate it is educational or
research, let alone educational research? Assertion will not
do; to establish a self-understanding of ‘what makes sense for
us’ we also have to ensure we have done the work that affords
intelligibility to and by others, and inevitably, that means we
must always be able to ‘qualify’ our claims about education.
And if recognising that, in some small way, a need to qualify
and quantify claims in different ways to diverse audiences is
what allows distinctions between qualitative and quantitative
approaches to be maintained, surely we shouldn’t halt there.
There are other, and bigger, fish to fry. Principal among these
are establishing and clarifying how we weight diverse forms
of evidence and key arguments within and across conceptions
and contexts, which again, returns us to the priority of

questions of researcher and reader judgement, intelligence,
and the ‘terrains of intelligibility’.

In short, be they causal explanations or intentional
understandings and interpretations, adopting rigid or narrow
schemas for judging the value and quality of research risks
overshadowing the ethical sensibilities and practices of epi-
stemic communities as these are lived out. As Smeyers
concludes, researchers may demure from regarding them-
selves as the keepers of the truth ‘of what is real for us” when
another possibility and prospect is considered: of being
regarded as a ‘registrar of truth’. Researchers, of course,
ask why and how and when and where, and so forth, over
and over again. But they do so not for the sake of methodical
or methodological rectitude, but to come to ‘new
possibilities for education’.

Andrew Stables responds by recognising various direct
and subtle moves in this ‘language game’, in order to exam-
ine their implications for realist and relativist orientations in
educational research, as well as its implications for policy
and practice. Stables has a particular concern: unpicking
Smeyers’ assumption about causality, suggesting that this
hasn’t been problematised sufficiently in the argument
advanced in the preceding chapter. Stables elaborates by
sketching why it is that rationalist, empiricist, humanist
and pragmatist traditions of philosophy differ in terms of
the explanatory and instrumental power expected of educa-
tion concepts and propositions. In brief, a cause is not a
reason, but in everyday life, they are usually expected to
be related in some way or other. Translated to academic
contexts, research claims are supposed to emerge and be
presented in way that afford both a critical and reflexive
space for the development and testing of reasons and
reasoning. So rather than being the deadhand of traditions
of academia, we have a hallmark, knowledge that is robust
philosophically — and socially?

Stables observes that while there can be no overarching
criteria for adjudicating necessarily partial and inconsistent
accounts of education research, new thinking is analogous
to a move in a game, and we must also allow for the
possibility that some particular forms of ‘new thinking’ may
even lead to a modification of ‘the game’ itself. To advance
what seems to amount to a rectification of terms, Stables
initially draws on Ludwig Wittgenstein’s remarks about the
experience of being immersed in a language game, to consider
why concepts cannot be understood ‘independent of context’.
He then extends this concern through reference to Jean-
Frangois Lyotard’s comments on narratives and narrativity, to
emphasise the significance of ‘social bonds’ and the ‘fabric of
relations’ within which the claims of educational research are
performed and adjudicated. In so doing, Stables challenges
researchers of education to recognise the political as well as
methodological challenges of claiming to have ‘researched’,
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again, as part of what amounts to being within an epistemic
community, but also to lay further claim to the significance of
its ‘argumentative’ and ‘critical’ characteristics.

Thus for Stables, accounts of the explanatory power of any
educational research do well to consider: power for whom,
and to do what? Equally, the normative assumptions riddling
educational research cannot go unacknowledged — questions
are often more likely to be framed and driven by a ‘how
should’ rather than ‘how does’ impulse. Indeed, without the
possibility of assuming universal legitimation of educational
categories, concerns, concepts or constructs, Stables seems to
be warning that a wellspring of hubris may gush forth if
researchers either uncritically or unreflexively assume their
work and activities can “improve education or learning for
all” (p. 80). His conclusion is effectively to suggest we need a
holographic perspective on the arguments of Smeyers. Rather
than pursue or presume normative concerns, “educational
researchers would be well advised to return to a more open-
minded commitment to finding things out irrespective of their
assumptions” (p. 80). Indeed, “they might also acknowledge
the rich potential of unexpected connection and the potential
power of the as-yet untried inference” (p. 80).

Inrecognising and celebrating this complex and contingent
set of conditions, Stables invites the reader to consider
whether we should actually hypothesise that “schools are
temporary social phenomena” and that “when different
groups of people involved in different forms of life use
terms such as ‘education’ or ‘learning’, they mean different
things by them, and that not all of those things are desirable: it
may be that even different groups within a single school differ
on this” (p. 80). Whatever lines of thinking or critique that one
is tempted to follow hereon in, Stables is actually emphatic
that we continue to pose such questions, rather than dismiss
them as say, obvious, fanciful or mistaken. If researchers are
to contribute to the discourse about education, what is at
stake, and what is to be maintained, are iterative and collegial
processes of exploration and clarification. Marked as such,
one’s work as an educational researcher will benefit not only
other researchers and educators, but also the democratic
governments that need to demonstrate they ‘“respect, and
need to hear, the voices of the people whom they serve” (p. 81).

Educational Research as a Way of Life?

Can education be conceived as the ‘new philosophy’, as
‘a science for all sciences’, even ‘the science of all
sciences’? The substance and warrant for such notions, and
the relative thinness and thickness of their conceptua-
lisations, are discussed in our final contributions to this
Part, by Mary Kalantzis and Bill Cope, with a response
from Norm Friesen. In the meantime, the penultimate set
of contributions to this Part comes from Maarten Simons
and Jan Masschelein, with a response from their colleagues,
Joris Vlieghe and Mathias Decuypere. Simons and
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Masschelein focus on the existential and ethical dimensions
of their attempts to research education, unpacking what this
might mean as ‘a way of life’ — if indeed research, as both
attitude and practice, is something that should be expected to
be demonstrable in ‘the life of the researcher’.

Clearly much research in education is conceived as being
primarily about generating knowledge for others to use, be
that in disinterested through to committed orientations to the
research ‘object’, ‘subject’ or ‘relation’. But if we are to dig
into what it means to ‘produce knowledge’, surely it can’t
simply be a question of making and distributing ‘objects of
knowledge’, or being subjected to them because of a partic-
ular relation, process or expectation, e.g. the teacher to
learner (or reader) of ‘education’, for the edification of the
latter by the former?

Simons and Masschelein invite us to shift frames once
again, on how we conceive of research in education, in part
to recall a Humboldtian concept of the general ‘higher edu-
cation’ of students achieved by participation in university-
level research. But also to a sense of ‘more than this’: to
stress that a research attitude is one distinguished by one’s
attitudes towards truth, in that modern researchers working
in universities are supposed to seek out times and places for
reflexivity, to explore and demonstrate how we grasp and
understand reality, including questions of its totality and
levels of intelligibility. For Simons and Masschelein though,
this is only ever part of the story. Its limits become self-
evident to the extent that we find ourselves moving beyond
approaching and practising “research as the process of
knowledge production” and assuming “a scientific reflexiv-
ity that is guided by scientific method and inspired by a
disinterested or objective research attitude” (p. 84).

Inspired by the latter work of Michel Foucault, Simons
and Masschelein consider the ‘ethical and existential
conditions of the researcher’ to be what is actually — and
always — at stake, particularly given the reflex of its potential
as the ‘self-education’ of the researcher. If educational
researchers are to ‘see and speak the truth’, then why not
perhaps, judge their work by whether they can say, and
actually do say, “This truth I say to you, well, you see it in
myself”? In prosaic terms, perhaps the proof we seek is more
likely to be in the pudding than the recipe.

For those committed to educational research as
knowledge-oriented, this can amount to a challenging, if
not awkward, defamiliarising process, regarding the
purposes and scope of researching education, particularly
what it means to know, and what knowledge and knowing
means, in and through educational research. Simons and
Masschelein do not want to dismiss attention to the internal
or external conditions for producing or judging our claims to
know though. Rather they set out to draw attention to the
traditions and institutions — and their configurations — that
make such claims possible, likely or not, and/or a priority.
And in so doing, like Ramaekers, Mus and Stables, they
seem to suggest we might entertain sharper questions about
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when and where educational research is transformative, —
again for whom, but also increasingly, to what ends? The
difference here is to query what it means to research educa-
tion, by having ‘researcher as truth-teller’; that is, by consid-
ering the obligations associated with each aspect in terms of
rationale and rationality, within and beyond the framing of
becoming and being ‘academic’ or ‘scientific’.

Their ‘essay’ proceeds from this point by fusing questions
of scholarly practices with demonstrations of those selfsame
practices, weighing and testing the ideas to hand. Their
approach gives full play to the very notion of their chosen
form of writing, and it is in the middle third of their chapter
that they provide both a subtle and supple exegesis of what it
means to ‘care for the self’ as one particular exemplification
of the immanent relation of the self to the self. In other
words, the focus is on the work of the self upon the self
and its influence on ‘the mode of being’ of the subject, which
in this case, questions what is required in order to speak
one’s truth as a ‘responsible researcher’.

Responding to their own call then, Simons and
Masschelein cannot but consider why and how ‘mastery’
has become so important to such considerations for educa-
tional researchers. It seems competent research requires
mastery of the field, and mastery of method. And artful
research requires mastery of principles, and mastery of tech-
nique. But before over-elaborating this, we must ask: does
mastery, and attention to mastery, become numerator and
denominator not just of the aspects of the life in question, but
also the whole of an educated life?

Simons and Masschelein advance that the criteria for
recognising ‘the educated’, such as in focusing on the
aspirations and challenges of ‘being just’ and living a ‘true
life’, help prevent us getting lost in the clouds (or is it mist?)
at this point. These qualities are not to be understood at the
level of abstract knowledge, but in terms of someone’s
behaviour and actions. The plane of existence on which we
test our mastery then, remains public, and a ‘public education’
must allow for ‘free speech’. However, this particular notion
of parrhesia needs some qualification. If it functions as a
means for mediating presence, then a strong degree of corre-
spondence between speech and action is rightly expected.
Put differently, this is where relevance can be reconfigured
as a notion that speaks to an attitude of intimacy with the
matters in question, and to their criticality, for the self, the
research and research community, if not to researched knowl-
edge more generally. And with a quick side reference to some
of Michael Peters’ work on such notions, Simons and
Masschelein are able to suggest that a “parrhesiastical educa-
tion’ is “critical truth-telling in the name of the care of the self
and not in the name of valid knowledge” (p. 89).

So in entertaining a concept of research as educational,
we might shift our attention towards matters of principle and
process, particularly in terms of intimacy, familiarity and
criticality, rather than remain with matters of output or

outcome (even if our notions of mastery remain somewhat
confused with those for the very demonstration of expertise).
Simons and Masschelein somewhat ironically observe that
the arch view seems to be that “the researcher, as well as the
expert, does not have to meet any -ethical-existential
conditions” (p. 89). But if this is so, the call to take care of
the self is more likely to fall on cloth ears. Expertise, it is
charged, becomes — or perhaps better, remains — primarily
concerned with how we go about promoting knowledge-
based emancipation. It is enlightening only to the extent
that it illuminates a problem — usually somewhere out there
—such that being critical is reflective of a judgemental stance
that, for all intents and purposes, seems to be about whether
some ‘other’ has (or hasn’t quite yet) ‘seen the light’. But
more often than not, don’t we also suspect it is about a
convergence, towards those very same lights that guide the
researcher? If only practitioners could see it too — what they
lack — that is what’s really at stake. While we might as well
see an epistemic community as where researchers continue
their machinations, quibbling over whose light is brightest,
most penetrating, even (if we are not readily mistaken) who
has the quintessentially purest of lights?!

Any suggestion of a descent into humour here is quickly
betrayed by its underlying seriousness. Jostling to assert,
let alone prove what is essential or most enlightening in
research in education, as educational research, isn’t an end
in itself, even if it may appear as such. Caring for the self —in
fact, ‘staying curious’, maintain Simons and Masschelein, is
the priority. It requires both a distancing from the present
concern, and a vigilance: about which, whose and what
‘present’ is becoming ‘ever present’. Our attitude as educa-
tional researchers must be to wrestle with the notion of limit
and limits on and in the present, to evince our commitment
to the possibility of experiencing ‘experiment’ and ‘free-
dom’ as education, and educational. In other words, ‘trans-
formation’ proves to be a stronger test once more of ‘real
educational research work’, inspired as it is by a willingness
to test the experience(s) of education. In short, it is about the
prospect and experience of learning, relearning and perhaps
even unlearning what ‘education’ does to us, what it might
also mean to be ‘being educated’, and for something, or
some other, to ‘become educational’.

Taking this on invites a profound disruption to many of
the usual terms of reference for what it means to be an
educational researcher: from appearing to want to produce,
accumulate and transfer knowledge, towards living ‘a true
life’ and being “a ‘touchstone’ for others to take care of the
self and to live a true life oneself” (p. 92). Thus, for Simons
and Masschelein, the educational researcher is not imagined
or expected to be the person who assumes their role is to
address others (e.g. colleagues, readers, students) as subjects
of knowledge, or for that matter, sees their business as about
judging their involvement in education matters (because
these can always be better, or because they can choose better
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actions). These, again, are evidence of an unsubtle exercise
in missing the proverbial point.

In its place, ignorance is not seen as a state to be
‘enlightened from’, by convincing argument and proof,
even though much that passes as education research
seems to be used for such purposes. Rather, we are invited
to ‘have an experience’, and possibly, in learning from
that, relate to ‘things’ differently, because of the
discontinuities that have opened up during the practice of
educational research: towards one’s knowledge, in one’s
self, in ways of relating self to the self, and to others. Again,
any ‘gesture’ or ‘gesturing’ here has to be demonstrated or
contested ‘companionably’ on a public plane. It cannot be a
private ‘convincing’ or ‘conversion’ in a way of seeing things
because of some presentation of the ‘facts’. They write (p. 93):

Making things public . .. is about ‘matters of concern’ and their

becoming public correlates with the constitution of a public, that

is, people invited to share these concerns. ... Making things

public ... is thus the result of existential-ethical work on the

self that breaks open the common horizon of our self-
understanding and taken for granted practices (that is, what ‘we’

regard as ‘matters of fact’), and hence transforms them into
‘matters of concern’.

This integration of the view of philosophy as a shared
way of life, with research as involving a questioning and
studying of ‘ourselves’, alongside education as inviting a
self-transformation and extending that invitation to others, is
an incredibly challenging concept, and conception, of
researching education. What education researchers do, who
they are in and outside universities, for example, is again
seen as a critical matter of concern. While also perhaps
(given the brief node to spirituality in the contribution
from Simons and Masschelein), it becomes another question,
of that which is our pearl ‘of great price’. In working through
what it means to work and take care of the self through
educational research, we must recognise its true value and
cost. Ignoring these, as noted by the author of the
Companion’s epigraph, in another poem (R.S. Thomas’ the
Bright Field), might mean we fail to ‘turn aside’ when we
perhaps could have: in this case away from some of our
current preoccupations and obsessions in education
research?
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Joris Vlieghe and Mathias Decuypere prove they aren’t
afraid to rise to such challenges. Their response illustrates
what all this might look like, at the ‘Laboratory for Educa-
tion and Society’ (University of Leuven). Documenting their
attempts to develop and practice an ‘empirical philosophy’,
they consider what it has meant to foster an ‘experimental
attitude’, that is, “preparing students to respond adequately,
and in their proper name, to the challenges and immediacies
of the present” (p. 97).

In pursuing self-transformation in the here and now
(as distinctly opposed to focusing on the past or the distant
in researching education), they maintain that educational
researchers can never stay indifferent, and hence, must
‘never remain the same’. The vulnerability they detect
within one’s concepts and conceptions in researching
education must be admitted, even as we pursue very public
and very concrete research programmes. Vlieghe and
Decuypere show the reader ways in which they no longer
cling to ‘a priori established methodologies’ as they engage
in an experimental attitude and approach to dealing with
the present. This is because they draw from a broad reper-
toire of approaches, even as they always have to counte-
nance the prospect that new and perhaps unexplored ways
of doing research are necessary ‘to take this present seri-
ously’. Once more, it is the ethos, if not the ethics, of our
communities of research, that are brought into question in
how we conceive (of) educational research. Neither can be
‘mastered’ or ‘engineered’ once and for all, but as educa-
tional researchers, we must learn how to live with both an
openness and attentiveness to both the present and hereafter
of educational research.

We can but ask, in closing this introduction, are these —
more or less — challenging concepts and conceptions of
research in education?
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Abstract

In this chapter I examine debates over the relative merits of qualitative and quantitative
research in education from the perspective of Michael Oakeshott’s critique of rationalism in
the study of human conduct. Contrary to the positivist view that causal explanation based on
randomized experimentation is the highest standard of knowledge, I argue that when it comes
to the study of human subjects, even statistical generalizations depend upon a prior form of
qualitative understanding. The chapter concludes by considering some consequences of this
perspective, which I call ‘transcendental pragmatism,’ for the practice of inquiry in education.
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Introduction

The study of education as an independent academic field
began in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in
an effort to base teaching, school administration, and the
curriculum on empirical findings (Callahan 1964; Kliebard
2004; Tyack 1974). It was part of a wider movement that
promoted applying the methods of natural science that had
become so successful during the two previous centuries, to
the study of mind and society. Auguste Comte, a nineteenth
century French philosopher and one of the founders of soci-
ology, termed this positivism to convey the belief that empir-
ical science alone can verify positive statements about human
beings and societies in addition to the natural world (Comte
1988). Teachers and administrators, who had previously been
chosen on the basis of religious or political affiliations and
who grounded their practice in theological traditions or polit-
ical ideologies, could now be professionalized, according to
supporters of this movement. They would undergo a rigorous
training in the scientific principles of child development,
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human learning, or organizational management, and the cur-
riculum could be constructed on a solid statistical foundation.
Educational research on this view is an applied branch of
developmental and behavioral psychology and to a lesser
extent organizational sociology with scientific experimenta-
tion as the ideal mode of inquiry (Egan 2004).

This perspective dominated educational research espe-
cially in the United States until the mid twentieth century
when it came under attack on two fronts. The first was
modeled after cultural anthropology and the humanities,
especially literature and the arts (e.g. Clandinin and Connelly
2000; Eisner 1991; Rist 1977; Stake 1995) and the other was
grounded in the radical social criticism of Karl Marx and his
intellectual descendents (e.g. Harvey 1990; Kincheloe and
McLaren 1994; Lucas 1972). Advocates of the former posi-
tion rallied around qualitative methods and constructivist
approaches to knowledge production, in contrast to the
penchant of the positivists for statistical generalizations of
quantitative relationships between objects or events given in
the world (e.g. Guba 1978, 1990; Guba and Lincoln 1985,
1989; Patton 1990). Proponents of the latter orientation
referred to their view as critical, since it aimed to critique
hidden power relations in ideological institutions such as
schools, in order to bring about a more equal or just
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distribution of resources in society (e.g. Freire 2005;
McLaren 1994; Popkewitz 1984). To refer to these rival
traditions of inquiry, opponents of positivism in education
borrowed the term ‘research paradigm’ from Thomas Kuhn‘s
influential historical study of science, The Structure of Scien-
tific Revolutions (Kuhn 1962). They also adapted some of his
observations about the emergence of new paradigms in the
physical sciences to justify what they saw as innovations in
educational research (Alexander 2006, p. 209).

This picture depicts fairly accurately more than a century
of Anglo-American thinking about research in education. It
sidesteps, however, the acrimonious debate known since the
mid 1980s as the “methodology wars® in which the
positivists and their qualitative and radical critics sought to
defeat one another. It appeared for a time during the 1990s
that the two camps had reached an accommodation. How-
ever, when in 2001 the US Congress passed the No Child
Left Behind legislation, which declared ‘randomized
controlled experimentation‘ to be the ‘gold standard of
educational research’ and directed the US Department of
Education to channel its research dollars almost exclusively
to random field trials, the warring camps girded their loins
for renewed combat. No doubt the primary catalyst for the
renewal of hostilities can be found in No Child Left Behind’s
aggressive pro-positivism and overt disapproval of much
qualitative and critical inquiry." But the truce was also
fragile. It masked deep and ancient philosophical differences
over the nature of knowledge and human conduct by
embracing problematic assumptions. The advocates of
accommodation tended to view positivism in education
naively as the standard against which other traditions of
educational research are to be judged. Constructivism was
also conceived as a form of weak empiricism, but ignored
the roots of qualitative inquiry in conceptions of knowledge
that predate the rise of empiricism, a situation compounded
by the embrace of hard and often incoherent forms of epis-
temological relativism as a path to coexistence between
positivism and constructivism. In so doing, advocates of
accommodation were charged with paying insufficient atten-
tion to the potentially devastating impact of critical social
theory on the very possibility of uninterested knowledge
altogether upon which to base educational practice or policy
(Alexander 2006, pp. 208-212).

I have criticized these assumptions elsewhere under two
separate headings: (1) ‘the two dogmas of educational

! The National Research Council of the American Academy of Science
offered a broader account of ‘rigorous science.’ It recognized the aca-
demic respectability of a variety of methodologies in educational research
that included such qualitative disciplines such as educational anthropol-
ogy (Feuer et al. 2002). However, a number of critics point out that this
view does not veer very far from the narrow empiricist path (Eisenhart
2005; Erickson and Guiterrez 2002; Moss 2005; St. Pierre 2002).
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research’ and (2) ‘the dual (or multiple) epistemology thesis.’
The first heading refers to two common distinctions of contem-
porary educational thought, between the cognitive and affec-
tive domains on the one hand, and between facts and values or
truth, beauty, and goodness on the other (Alexander 2003). The
second relates to the idea that positivism and constructivism
can be conceived as equally legitimate theories of knowledge
(Alexander 2006). In this chapter I wish to elaborate on
these objections by exploring their connection to Michael
Oakeshott’s distinction between technical and practical
knowledge and his critique of rationalism in the study of
human conduct (Oakeshott 1962, 1975, 1989). Oakeshott’s
view offers a useful conceptual framework within which to
reformulate and expand upon my previous critiques and to
clarify how we ought to think about the paradigms of educa-
tional research. Contrary to the positivist view that causal
explanation based on randomized experimentation is the
highest standard of knowledge, I will argue that when it
comes to the study of human subjects, including educational
research, even statistical generalizations depend upon a prior
form of qualitative understanding. The chapter will conclude
by considering some consequences of this perspective, which
I have dubbed ‘transcendental pragmatism,” for the practice
of inquiry in education.

Two Concepts of Knowledge

Oakeshott divided human life into two interrelated sorts of
experiences. On the one side lies our encounter with the
natural world of things, objects, events and facts. These
can be conceived technically in terms of unambiguous and
mechanistic rules, universal laws, statistical generalizations,
correlational relationships, and causal explanations. On
the other side, there is the word of performances and
occurrences, which have meanings that can be interpreted
in a variety of different ways. Although people possess
bodies and live in the natural world, what distinguishes
them from the rest of nature is that they also inhabit a self-
created historical world of diverse cultures. These are
comprised of performances and occurrences. The former
are activities that disclose beliefs about the sort of people
we choose to be, how we prefer to live with others, or the
meanings that we attribute to the world around us; the latter
entail events and experiences that we interpret in light of
those beliefs. The stories we tell our children about who they
are and where they come from involve performances, for
example, while occurrences can be seen in historical or
natural events to which we attribute meaning or from
which our lives derive purpose such as the birth of a nation
or a child (Oakeshott 1989, p. 64).

Accordingly, we can distinguish between two sorts of
knowledge: one technical, focused on things, objects, and



2 Traditions of Inquiry in Education: Engaging the Paradigms of Educational Research 15

facts; the other practical, concerned with performances,
occurrences, and meanings. Technical knowledge entails
techniques required to properly engage in such human
activities as natural science, the fine arts, or the governance
of a good society. These can be formulated in propositions —
rules, principles, directions, and maxims — that are found in
manuals for cooking, driving, or scientific research. Practical
knowledge, on the other hand, exists only in use, and is shared
or becomes common not by means of formulated doctrines,
by through traditions of practice. “Technical knowledge can
be learned from a book,” wrote Oakeshott. “Much of it can be
learned by heart, repeated by rote, and applied mechanically.”
It can, in short, “be both taught and learned in the simplest
meanings of these words.” Practical knowledge, on the other
hand, “can be neither taught or learned, but only imparted and
acquired. It exists only in practice, and the only way to acquire
it is by apprenticeship to a master — not because a master can
teach it (he cannot), but because it can be acquired only by
continuous contact with one who is perpetually practicing it”
(Oakeshott 1962, pp. 10-11).

Following this way of thinking, Oakeshott differentiated
behavior from conduct. Behavior is associated with the world
of techniques and objects, with conditioning and reactions to
circumstances, with that which can be observed about what a
person does disconnected from what she thinks or feels or
intends. Conduct on the other hand, is situated in the world of
practice and meaning. It relates to wants rather than needs, to
active recollections not mere passive memories, to thinking
and believing not just doing, to understanding and interpreting
instead of only recording, to creating and innovating rather
than simply imitating. Behavior in other words is mechanistic,
bound either by natural or behavioral laws or by pre-
established human rules. Conduct, on the other hand, is intel-
ligent, subject to multiple interpretations and capable of
generating new norms (Oakeshott 1975, pp. 40—41).”

Positivist research in education is an example of technical
knowledge since it is grounded in inflexible rational rules
and focused primarily on the object of observable human
behavior. The ingredients of experimentation are intended to
render a wholly mechanistic account of how things, facts,
events, and behaviors are related to one another. Concepts
such as valid and reliable measurement, treatment and

2 Oakeshott was not especially rigorous about the way he uses such
terms as ‘behavior’, ‘conduct’, ‘skills’ or ‘abilities’. He sometimes
referred to a tradition of practice, for example, as a tradition of behav-
ior, when by the idea of practice he clearly had in mind meaningful
conduct not merely observable or unintelligent actions. Similarly, he
describes skills as abilities of lesser complexity, and often uses the term
complex abilities to denote more sophisticated capacities. To simplify,
T use the term ‘behavior’ to denote activities that are less, and ‘conduct’
endeavors that are more, meaningful or intelligent. Similarly, I use
‘skills’ to denote less and ‘abilities’ more, complex capacities (Alexan-
der 2008).

control groups, random selection, pre- and post-testing,
dependent and independent variables are employed to
induce universal laws or statistical generalizations from
otherwise messy data, stating that predictable consequences
are necessarily or probably caused by defined events under
given conditions. According to the so-called deductive-
nomological account, scientific explanations are deduced
from such laws or generalizations when the expected results
follow particular instances of those initial conditions as
anticipated (Hempel 1966; Nagel 1961). Less rigorous
research designs, such as quasi-experimentation (which
contrasts treatment to unsystematic comparison rather than
randomly selected control groups or non-experimentation
which may forgo comparison groups altogether) can mea-
sure correlations between two events, i.e. how often they
occur simultaneously — but not whether one is caused by
another (Campbell and Stanley 1963; Shaddish et al. 2002).

Qualitative inquiry, on the other hand, aims to illuminate
practical knowledge of human conduct by rendering an under-
standing of the rich variety of performances, occurrences, and
meanings — manners, styles, tastes, customs, symbols, and
stories — that are embedded in diverse, historically contingent,
cultural traditions. Various sources of data — participant-
observation, in-depth interviews, material culture — are
collected and compared with other sources — additional
observations, interviews, or artifacts — for purposes of corrob-
oration (e.g. triangulation) to construct coherent depictions of
performances that occur in particular natural settings (Bodgan
and Bilken 2006). These can then be interpreted according to
one or more of several hermeneutic orientations, for example:
phenomenologically, to give voice to the ways insiders expe-
rience the setting and the meanings they attribute to that
experience; ethnographically, to offer an account of the social
norms that govern the actors in that setting; or aesthetically, to
assess the value of the events that transpired in that setting
according to one or another standard of merit or to discover
new meaning in them that might not have previously been
conceived (Alexander 1987, 2003, pp. 2-6).

Critical social knowledge is more technical than practical in
Oakeshott’s view (1962, p. 26), despite the emphasis of many
critical theorists on debunking the theory-practice dichotomy
in favor of a nexus they call praxis (e.g. Bourdieu 1990; Freire
2005; Lucas 1972).3 Like positivism, critical social theory from
Marx (Marx and Engels 1998) through the Neo-Marxists
(Horkheimer and Adorno 2007) to Foucault (1982, 2001) is
grounded in rigid rules, albeit different ones. Positivist

3 Marx and Engels were among our most incorrigible political rationalists
in Oakeshott’s view. In reference to dialectical materialism he wrote that,
“no other technique has so imposed itself upon the world as if it were
concrete knowledge; none has created so vast an intellectual proletariat,
with nothing but its technique to lose” (Oakeshott 1962, p. 26).
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reasoning is inductive and deductive while critical rationality is
dialectical and power-related. Marxist philosopher Louis
Althusser dubbed this the logic of the “conflictual sciences”
(Althusser 1999, pp. 7-32) and hermeneutic philosopher Paul
Ricoeur, the “hermeneutics of suspicion,” which, like
Althusser, he also associated with Freud and the psychoana-
lytic tradition (Ricoeur 1970, 1974, 1981). The ingredients of
critical social theory are designed to reveal hidden conflicts that
are believed to arise necessarily — mechanistically — when
power is distributed inequitably in a society. Concepts such
as base structure (means of production, alienation of labor,
political-economy, and socio-economic status); superstructure
(false-consciousness, ideology, hegemony, power relations,
and social interests); and post-structure (discourse analysis,
deconstruction, post-colonialism, and post-modernism) are
used to hasten the inevitable revolution that will redistribute
resources with justice, if not sensitize us to the sundry ways we
dominate one another in order to lessen but not alleviate the
unrelenting grip that inherited power relations hold over us
(Harvey 1990).

Although they are clearly distinct from one another,
Oakeshott insisted, technical and practical sorts of knowledge
are also inseparable. Many human activities such as the fine
arts — painting, dancing, acting, poetry — require a high degree
of technical knowledge. But this knowledge only acquires
meaning in the context of concrete traditions of practice.
What counts as great technique in one tradition may be
scoffed at by another. The same can be said not only of crafts
such as cooking and pottery-making but also of knowledge in
the natural and social sciences. The techniques of psychoanal-
ysis, to take but one example, have no meaning whatsoever
when viewed from the perspective of experimental or behav-
ioral psychology. To make sense its rules and maxims must be
embedded in a tradition of psychological and therapeutic
practice. What is true for art, craft, science, and therapy is
true for education as well, which involves the attainment of
self-understanding by learning to see oneself in the mirror
of historically contingent and culturally embedded traditions
of practice. Nowhere, writes Oakeshott, “can technical knowl-
edge be separated from practical knowledge, and nowhere can
they be considered identical with one another or able to take
the place of one another” (Oakeshott 1962, p. 9).

The Pursuit of Knowledge and the
Study of Education

In contrast to the idea that technical knowledge entails the
standard against which other perspectives should be judged,
the pursuit of knowledge on this view begins with acquiring
an understanding of human conduct preserved in traditions
of practice. This becomes apparent when we distinguish
skills from abilities and information from judgment. Skills
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relate to our capacity to do or make something by means of
behaviors. As complexity increases, however, and greater
degrees of mental activity are required, the term ‘skills’ is
often replaced by ‘abilities’ which exhibit characteristics
associated with human conduct. The movement from skills
to abilities can be detected by noting the sorts of knowledge
that each entails. To the extent that skills require knowledge,
it will typically take the form of technical information — inert
facts often accepted without question or a process of inquiry.
Information is bound by rule-like propositions and dis-
covered by the application of mechanistic formulas or
techniques. Complex abilities, on the other hand, require
partnering information with ‘judgment,’ the tacit ingredient
of knowledge that cannot be specified in propositions.
Judgment cannot be itemized in the form of facts charac-
teristic of information. It is concerned with the ‘how’ not the
‘what’ of knowledge — not in the sense of rules of inquiry
(these can be conveyed as information), but in the sense that
enables us to interpret that information: to decide upon its
relevance, to recognize what rule to apply, and to discover
what action to take where no rule is relevant. Judgment is not
information of another sort then, but what has sometimes
been called the ‘art of inquiry’ without which inquiry itself
remains unintelligible. To be initiated into a mode of under-
standing such as history, philosophy, science, politics, or
educational studies requires not merely that one has acquired
the mechanistic skill to recite information or apply rules of
inquiry, one must have also mastered the ability: that is,
acquired the judgment necessary, to understand and explain
that information and those rules, to grasp their meanings,
and even to generate new ideas by using the relevant lan-
guage in fresh and original ways (Oakeshott 1975, p. 54).
Learning to inquire involves becoming a connoisseur of
good judgment and proper conduct, rather than a master of
technical procedures and formulas. This requires an ability
to comprehend and create meanings, not merely to recite
facts or apply rules or principles. The one is accomplished
implicitly, through apprenticeship to qualified mentors; the
other by means of conditioning, training, and telling. It is
in learning to appreciate the significance of information
that the real substance of an inheritance lies, Oakeshott
explained, to distinguish between the sorts of answers appro-
priate for different kinds of questions, to enjoy intellectual
virtues such as curiosity, patience, honesty, exactness, indus-
try, concentration and doubt, in short, the ability to think.
This is not taught overtly by precept or through a separate
subject-matter in the school time-table or a university course
of study. The arts of thinking are imparted unobtrusively in
everything that appears in the curriculum, in a tone of voice
or a gesture which accompanies instruction, in asides and
oblique utterances (Oakeshott 1975, p. 61), in short, in the
‘intricacies’ and ‘intimations’ of a tradition or culture
(Oakeshott 1962, p. 129). Even though they are independent



2 Traditions of Inquiry in Education: Engaging the Paradigms of Educational Research 17

and interdependent, therefore, the acquisition of technical
knowledge presupposes prior practical knowledge which
entails initiation into a tradition. Qualitative understanding
is logically prior to causal explanation, not the other way
around.

Becoming educated in this view entails initiation into a
number of diverse conversations about how to understand
and interpret the world in which we live, to appreciate a
variety of literatures, not merely to speak the relevant
languages, to master the subtle arts of argumentation from
a several perspectives, not only one or another partisan
theory among a narrow array of possibilities. Schools and
universities are themselves historic communities with their
own customs and ways of life, places set apart from the
world for the purpose of enabling students to engage
the ‘intimations of excellence’ that characterize these
literatures, some of which may have never been encountered
before, to promote satisfactions that might never have other-
wise been imagined or wished for (Oakeshott 1989, p. 69).
The study of education, in this view, cannot be reduced to
the mere mechanics of instruction in inert facts and inflexi-
ble rules, or the outcomes of policies designed to improve
student achievement, or reduce school violence, let alone
produce some or other predetermined technical result. It
requires an understanding of the cultural traditions in
which these facts, rules, and policies are embedded, their
values, aspirations, and conceptions of excellence. In short,
qualitative understanding is no less a prerequisite for quan-
titative analysis in education than in other pursuits. Abstract
rules cannot substitute for an appreciation of the hermeneu-
tic subtleties embedded in the practices of teaching and
learning. If there is a ‘gold standard’ to educational research,
it is surely not to be found in “randomized controlled
experimentation.”

Methodology Wars and Research Paradigms
in Historical Perspective

How then did it come to pass that nearly the opposite of what
appears to be the case is accepted as common wisdom in
many circles of educational research? Oakeshott attributes
this to what he calls the fallacy of rationalism in politics: the
false idea that human affairs can be adequately captured by
means of abstract and rigid concepts, rules, or techniques
such as those taught in empirical science and critical theory,
which include not only inductive, deductive, and dialectical
forms of reasoning but also skeptical methods for
deconstructing social structures, power relations, and
regimes of meaning. ‘Rationalism’ in this view, asserts that
practical knowledge is no knowledge at all; all knowledge is
technical, the superiority of which lay in the appearance that
it springs from ignorance and ends in certainty. But this is an

illusion. Technical knowledge is never self-complete; it
relies on presuppositions grounded in practice, without
which the techniques of a particular field of inquiry make
no sense (Oakeshott 1962, pp. 11-12).

The problem with rationalism so conceived, Oakeshott
contended, is that it confuses genuine knowledge of human
affairs with half-truths torn from experience of the world
that is normally recalled in the political traditions of a
society. Worse, it attributes to those traditions, which are
preeminently fluid, “the rigidity and fixity of character” that
in fact belongs to the ideological principles born of arid
technique (Oakeshott 1962, p. 31). This has two especially
egregious consequences. First, it is incapable of addressing
its own shortcomings, since the only body of knowledge
capable of correcting its errors is rejected in advance.
When one rationalist project fails it can only be replaced
by another (p. 32). Second, a society which embraces
rationalism of this kind will tend to prefer an exclusively
technical form of education, grounded in the empiricism of
Kant and Locke or the dialectical thinking of both left and
right leaning Hegelians. ‘The Rationalist’ believes that
“training in technical knowledge”, not “initiation into the
moral and intellectual habits and achievements of his
society”, is the only education worthwhile, “because he is
moved by the faith that there is no knowledge, in the proper
sense, other than technical knowledge” (p. 33).

The source of this fallacy, in Oakeshott’s view, lies in the
preoccupation with certainty found in the seventeenth
century epistemological writings of Frances Bacon (2002)
and Rene Descartes (1999). The goal of such scientific
inquiry requires a reduction to a set of ‘clear and apparent’
rules that are indifferent to subject-matter and that can be
formulated as a precise set of directions (Oakeshott 1962,
p- 15). It is no doubt the case that the privilege afforded
positivist technique in the methodological debates in
educational research can be traced back to these empiricist
origins. However, as I intimated above, the methodology
wars in education join a much older philosophical discussion
about the very possibility of knowledge altogether in which
the fixation on certainty and inflexible rules begins not with
empiricism but with a more ancient form of transcendental
rationalism.

Plato was among the first to question whether prac-
tical experience is a reliable source of knowledge. Instead,
he argued, certainty could only be achieved by rationally
abstracting essential forms from the material accidents of things
experienced in practice. This resulted in the sort of rigid,
monistic rationality characteristic of technical knowledge,
although it should be noted Plato’s method was dialectical,
not inductive or deductive, and involved a process of conceptu-
alization and critique; while his findings were transcendental
not empirical, abstracted from, not based on, experience (Plato
1987, 2002). Yet in the very attempt to address the monism and
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rigidity of this approach, even as Aristotle also distinguished
abstract theory from practical wisdom (like his teacher), theory
remained privileged over practice. To tease this out, we should
recall that Aristotle’s conception of theoretical knowledge
included both efficient and teleological (purposive) causes.
The former are mechanistic, in the sense of technical knowl-
edge, ‘pushing’ antecedent events into being by means of
random interventions. The latter, on the other hand, ‘pull’
events toward the natural state inherent in the very rational
design or meaning of things. Aristotle’s practical wisdom
then, consisted of the ethical and civic virtues required for a
good life and just society, where these reflect the same rational
ends as his teleological causes but expressed in local customs
(Aristotle 1994; Smith 2002, pp. 35-41; Taylor 1964, 1985,
pp. 15-57). Thus, when skeptics such as Descartes challenged
the rational metaphysics of Aristotle’s final causes (in both
theory and practice), efficient causes were all that was left,
leaving empiricists such as Bacon to suggest that certainty
was only possible when natural laws explain causal relations
between objects mechanistically.

What positivists often fail to recall, however, is that
David Hume applied Cartesian skepticism to efficient causes
just as others had done to final ends, pointing out that
empirical laws are contingent not necessary, since events
may not turn out as expected. Our faith in causal reasoning is
therefore more psychological and cultural than epistemolog-
ical (Hume 2000). To this Immanuel Kant responded that the
necessity of causation is built into the universal structure of
mind, not things-in-themselves, by means of which both
theoretical laws and practical duties can be discovered
(Kant 1998, 2004). It was Kant’s response to Hume that
allowed positivists like Comte to remain sufficiently confi-
dent about causal reasoning as to extend its reach to the
human sciences. However, once it is admitted that mind
plays a role in the construction of knowledge, it is hard to
deny that this structure is relative to history and culture, not
universal. To salvage causation, Karl Popper argued that
although Hume may have been right that it is impossible to
verify the connection between a cause and an effect, it is
possible to prove that connection false (Popper 1972, 1992).
But this turns out to be an exaggeration: as Popper’s disciple,
Imre Lakatos pointed out, empirical scientists do not falsify
single statements or even more complex theories, but entire
research programs; and whether a research program is
progressing or degenerating depends to a considerable extent
on the cultural initiation of a community of researchers
(Lakatos 1978).

This may be why Hegel’s epistemological thinking took
an entirely different direction after Kant. He abandoned the
mechanistic causes of empiricism altogether and revived the
transcendental knowledge of Plato’s dialectical and
Aristotle’s teleological reasoning. The purpose of inquiry
in this view is to arrive at the rational end of history,
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not the universe, which entails absolute freedom expressed
in a particular human culture. We progress toward this end
when each generation critiques the ideas of its immediate
ancestors (Hegel 1953). Hegel’s student Karl Marx accepted
the idea that the purpose of inquiry is liberation, but argued
that this could only be accomplished by critiquing oppres-
sive ideologies used to rationalize the unequal distribution of
economic and cultural resources within society. This became
the basis for critical social theory (Marx and Engels 1998).
Unfortunately, as Foucault maintained, it turns out that
liberation from one false consciousness leads only to another
(Foucault 1982, 2001).

Edmund Husserl, on the other hand, took this teleological
thinking in yet another direction by suggesting that inquiry
should seek to understand not the ultimate purpose of his-
tory, but the subjective intensions of individuals and the
inter-subjective ways people create society and culture.
This became the basis for constructivism (Husserl 1960,
1967). But without an ultimate metaphysical or historical
end upon which to justify this line of reasoning, it becomes
difficult to differentiate the intentions of the subjects of
inquiry from those of the researchers seeking to understand
them. In short, the romance of western epistemology with
certainty born of rational theory, whether empirical or
teleological, appears to have reached a dead end (Alexander
2006, p. 212; 1987).

Is there a way out of this cul-de-sac for educational
research? It was John Dewey among other pragmatists who
most emphatically returned to Aristotle’s original distinction
between theory and practice, but with an emphasis on the
latter rather than the former (Dewey 1938). This led a range of
influential educationalists and researchers (e.g. Smith 1983;
Smith and Heshusius 1986; cf. Michael Scriven (Chap. 21)
and Phillips (Chap. 16) this volume; Sherman and Webb
1988) to justify qualitative inquiry as a methodological
alternative to positivism in pragmatic terms.

Dewey, however, was an epistemological monist; he
viewed all inquiry as of a piece, applying a new universal
logic of trial and error to address all problems experienced in
interactions with our surroundings. Thus, when Thomas Kuhn
historicized science by arguing that it progresses not by laying
one fact on top of another like bricks, but by rejecting the ways
in which data and methods are conceived in one research
paradigm for a new one, Kuhn was appearing to rely on this
idea to justify methodological pluralism in the study of
education and other human institutions. Yet even Kuhn
himself had not abandoned positivism sufficiently to see social
and educational research as other than pre-paradigmatic
(Kuhn 1962). Oakeshott, on the other hand, was both a
methodological and value pluralist who believed in multiple
modes of understanding grounded in diverse practical
traditions (Alexander 2008). He sided with Hume in holding
that the rational theories are but technical abridgements of
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cultural practices. According to this view, meaning is a
contingent human achievement enacted in history, not an
expression of universal reason given in the structure of the
universe a la Aristotle, or mind a la Kant, or history a la Hegel,
or class a la Marx, or consciousness a la Husserl, or experience
a la Dewey. In short, mechanistic causes acquire meaning
from — they do not drive — the practical traditions in which
they are embedded.

The Dogmas of Educational Research
and Dual-Epistemology Revisited

The truce in the methodology wars rested on this mistaken
preference for uniform rational technique in human affairs.
This is why it was fragile and ultimately doomed to fail. This
preference led to the interrelated assumptions that I have
critiqued under the headings mentioned above, both of
which hearken back to the very origins of empiricism:
(1) the two dogmas of educational research which hold that
we can distinction between the cognitive and affective
domains on the one hand and between facts and values or
truth, beauty, and goodness on the other; and (2) the dual (or
multiple) epistemology thesis which states that positivism
and constructivism are equally legitimate theories of
knowledge.

This first of these returns us to W. V. O. Quine’s influen-
tial essay “Two Dogmas of Empiricism” in which he argued
a la Hume that empiricism itself is grounded in two unsub-
stantiated assumptions. The first holds that statements whose
truth-value depends on their meaning, which are often called
analytic, can be usefully distinguished from those whose
truth-value depends on matters of fact, usually referred to
as synthetic. The second maintains that the meaning of
statements can be reduced by means of some logical con-
struction to immediate sense-experience, which is known as
reductionism. There are two ways to sustain the analytic/
synthetic distinction. According to the first we would need to
show that statements such as “no bachelor is married” can be
transformed into logical truths of the form “no unmarried
man is married.” This is possible, however, only if
“bachelor” is synonymous with “unmarried man,” which
presupposes that terms such as these can be interchanged
without affecting the truth-value of the sentences in which
they appear; and this of course is precisely what it means for
a statement to be analytic. The second way to sustain this
distinction would be to reduce the meaning of all statements
to verifiable sense-data since on this account, analytic
statements could be seen as extreme cases of meaning that
require no verification. The difficult with this strategy is that
empiricists have produced no way of specifying a sense-
datum language and showing how to translate the rest of
significant discourse, statement by statement, into it. Until

they do so, Quine maintains, reductionism must be consid-
ered another “metaphysical article of faith” (Quine 1999,
pp- 20-56).

In educational research these empirical dogmas have their
translations: at issue here is the positivist belief that truth is a
cognitive affair dependent upon scientifically verifiable facts,
while beauty and goodness are tied to the emotions expressed
in the arts and humanities. Quantitative research was — is —
thought to be tough-minded, scientific and objective, whereas
qualitative methods soft, humanistic, and subjective. As quali-
tative inquiry came into its own, its proponents sought legiti-
macy in accord with cognitive dominance, first by arguing that
it has rigorous checks against error analogous to its quantitative
counterparts and subsequently by reference to alternative inter-
subjective standards such as corroboration, trustworthiness, or
authenticity (Alexander 2003, pp. 2-6). This strategy, which
I called weak empiricism, left the distinctions between cogni-
tion and affect and truth, beauty, and goodness in tact by means
of a dual (or multiple) epistemology, which distinguished
“between at least two conceptions of knowledge, one that
aims to discover and explain relations between dependent and
independent variables and another that strives to understand
human experiences, norms, and purposes” (Alexander 2006,
p- 206). However, dual epistemology suffers from a self-
refuting (or hard) form of relativism that hinders systematic
assessment of merit: each paradigm is thought to have its
own assumptions that are protected from critique on the
basis of the other. It also discourages mixed-method
approaches since each paradigm is isolated from the
other, ontologically, epistemologically, and methodologi-
cally. Additionally, it misunderstands Kuhn, who was not a
methodological pluralist but held that new paradigms
should replace the old ones. Finally, it fails to take
on board hard questions about the very possibility of
uninterested knowledge including whether facts can ever
be separated from values or causal laws generalized across
cultures (p. 209).

Quine, on the other hand, suggested that the meanings of
empirical statements are interconnected with one another in
a holistic fashion. This makes talk of the empirical content of
single statements misleading since any statement can be seen
as necessarily true by reconsidering its relation to other
statements in a theory in which, at least in principle,
everything is open to revision. Ontology is relative in other
words, in the sense that objects of a theory are ‘cultural
posits’ decipherable within the context of a theory as a
whole or as interpreted or reinterpreted in another theory,
not individually as logical representations of sense experi-
ence (Quine 1977). This is a softer relativism than that
embraced by dual epistemologists since it does not hold
that one theory cannot be criticized on the basis of another
(Alexander 1986, 1989). It was this sort of relativism that set
the stage for Kuhn and Lakatos to argue that research
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paradigms or programs are what Oakeshott called contingent
historical achievements that allow us to ‘observe’ the world
around us only at the edges of culture.

Although Kuhn and Lakatos may not have been fully
aware of it, the upshot of this historical view leads us to
follow Hume in the sense that it elevates the logical signifi-
cance of practical or cultural knowledge as the prism
through which such ‘observations’ are made. But this is
not as dual epistemologists suggest: to protect one paradigm
or program from attack on the basis of another by isolating
them from each other. The realm of meaning a la Oakeshott
is logically prior to the realm of things and objects, as
behaviors and events are semantically predicated on perfor-
mance and occurrences.

Recognizing that cultural meaning is a prerequisite for
technical knowledge involves not only blurring the posi-
tivist distinction between cognition and affect but also
diminishing the difference between science as the arbiter
truth on the one hand and the arts and humanities as agents
of feeling and value on the other. The relevant distinction is
between neither things and feelings nor facts and values,
since Quine’s ontological relativism renders them more or
less untenable. Rather it is between two ways of encounter-
ing the world outside of consciousness, what Philip Phenix
(1972) calls transcendence and Emmanuel Levinas (2005)
the radically other: (1) as a meeting between subjects, or (2)
as a confrontation between subjects and objects.

In the first instance, as Martin Buber points out, we
receive the other into ourselves in a living relationship
allowing it to inform our very perception of the world and
the ways we choose to interact within it, the intentions we
form, norms we follow, and purposes we pursue (Buber
1970). Out of these living relations we construct, following
John Searle, the very ontological stuff of human civilization
(Searle 1995, pp. 1-30), our grasp of the senses through
which we encounter others, the languages we speak, the
literatures we study, and the stories we tell our children
(which they may later reformulate or reject), about who
they are and from whence they have come.

The knowledge that we accumulate within these
relationships and transmit across the generations is practical
not in the procedural sense employed by some pragmatists
that entails solving problems presented in experience, but in
the interpersonal sense. It involves relating to the world
around us by creating and recreating, interpreting and
reinterpreting, together with others with whom we share
our lives, ways of what Heidegger called being-in-the-
world (Heidegger 1996). The philosopher of education,
Israel Scheffler (1983), called this personal knowledge, and
contrasts this with propositional and procedural knowledge,
distinctions that form a bridge to the second instance. Namely,
we assert ourselves, imposing interests on others, both
material and human, as if they were only objects available for
subjugation to our capacity for understanding, manipulation,
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explanation, prediction, and control. To do so we abstract a
technical sort of knowledge — deductive, inductive, and
dialectical — from the contingent cultural relationships through
which we first meet the world. And thus it is ‘technical’,
according to Buber, in the instrumentalized sense that it can
be used to accomplish ends formulated within those very
relationships, which privilege the felt needs of others, not a la
Dewey, of our unencumbered selves.

Dialogue and the Formation
of Judgment

It is through dialogue of this kind in which we receive a
tradition into ourselves, I suggest, that what Oakeshott called
cultural ‘engagement’ transpires. Buber insists that we can
relate to objects, events, places, texts, and traditions as
subjects by allowing them to inform our very beings just as
we can relate to human subjects as if they were objects, using
them to achieve some instrumental purpose or other. It is out
of this sort of engagement with a variety of traditions that
one’s capacity to exercise judgment in the process of inquiry
emerges. The dialogical process of engaging a tradition of
inquiry or research paradigm, then, which begins with
understanding and embracing its purposes and intentions
before its rules and techniques, is analogous to that of
engaging a tradition of social practice such as teaching or
learning or schooling in this or another culture by means of
such a paradigm. This happens on a number of interconnected
levels. On one level we learn to represent our feelings through
a variety of forms that not only give shape to what we express
but also to what we can sense and experience. On another
level we learn to interpret these representations in ways that
allow us to communicate with others and transmit them where
appropriate across the generations. On a third level we
construct the norms and ideals that govern our social lives.
On a fourth level, these norms and ideals in turn become the
ethical guideposts for the conduct of inquiry within these
social settings.

According to Suzanne Langer (1957), moments filled with
great emotion, from trepidation to elation, may be best captured
in non-discursive idioms that strive to convey the dynamic
shape of feelings in vicarious experiences expressed in such
fine arts as sculpture or dance. She contrasts this with discur-
sive expression in which abstract ideas are communicated by
means of direct symbols that bear literal or unambiguous
relations to the formal conditions they describe. A dry riverbed,
for example, captures the dynamic shape of raging water that
once flowed between its banks at the moment that it ceased to
run, whereas one could formally calculate with some precision
the volume of water that flowed down the river at any given
moment. Artistic language such as metaphor can be said to be
‘alive’ on this account, to the extent that it captures the
dynamic shape of lived experience, and ‘dead’ when that
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experience is formalized for the purposes of achieving some
instrumental end or objective understanding that lies outside
the experience itself. Non-discursive expression not only gives
voice to our feelings in the world, it also forms what we are
able to experience and how we are capable of conceiving it,
educating our perception by giving shape to our primordial
subject-subject engagements. Only later do we abstract the
various instrumental techniques of one or another sort of dis-
cursive rationality to achieve ends and pursue interests that
emerge from this engagement.

Such processes of interpretation are messy, but it hasn’t
stopped hermeneutic theorists distinguish between two
moments of interpretation. Exegesis involves treating a text
or artwork like an object, reading out the meanings that lie
within by taking into account the intentions of the author or
artist and the linguistic, cultural, or historical contexts in
which it was written or created (Hirsch 1971). Eisegesis,
on the other hand, involves encountering a text or artwork as
if it were another subject, discovering new meanings through
the very process of dialogue with it that may not have been
intended by the author or artist, or previously understood in
its linguistic, cultural, or historical context (Gadamer 1975).
While the former relies upon discursive reasoning to formal-
ize and justify interpretation, the latter depends upon non-
discursive expression which gives form to the primordial
feelings that emerge from encountering new and innovative
ideas and experiences (Alexander 2003, p. 5).

Thus to offer a formal discursive account of the meanings
that lie within a text or work of art, we must first acquire the
cultural pre-understanding that emerges from encountering
it in dialogue; exegesis presupposes eisegesis; discursive
expression non-discursive; rational abstraction depends
upon artistic engagement. Oakeshott called this cultural
pre-understanding the judgment that is acquired through
receiving a tradition of inquiry into oneself by embracing
its assumptions and standards of merit. In order to ‘draw out’
the meanings, intentions, correlations, and causes that lie
within a culture we must first participate in it, engaging its
modes of understanding, languages and literatures, nuances
and narratives, roles and rituals, styles, manners, customs
and intimations of excellence (Oakeshott 1975, p. 54). In the
language of anthropology, to analyze a tradition as an out-
sider, from the etic perspective, we need first to experience it
as an insider, from the emic perspective (Bernard 1995).

Who can claim privilege then in the pursuit of truth? On
this account, neither positivist social science, nor weak
empiricist accounts of qualitative inquiry that preserve a
rigid distinction between subject and object, knower and
known, such as are often found in discussions of phenome-
nology or ethnography, nor critical social theory that strives
to unmask hidden and all too often insurmountable power
relations. The quest for truth originates in subject-subject not
subject-object relations, in direct encounters with and will-
ingness to receive rather than control the other. Although the

feelings that emerge from these encounters are shaped in the
non-discursive processes of artistic form — narratives,
symbols, representations, and rituals — the content those
feelings convey is fundamentally ethical in character, having
to do with how we choose to live together with others. What
emerges from subject-subject encounters are not rigid rules
or causal laws, but norms of conduct and expression that
guide the desires, feelings, and purposes of human subjects
in ways that enable them both to engage and understand
others as well as to create new meanings to be received
and understood by them.

Human conduct on this account is both norm-governed
and norm-generating, and the norms that emerge from
subject-subject encounters are preserved and transmitted
across the generations by means of the stories, customs,
styles, and nuances of expression that comprise traditions
of practice. Understanding these traditions via educational
inquiry then, requires first that we grasp the purposes and
intentions, the norms that govern conduct and expression, by
entering into a dialogue with those who live by them. Only
then can we translate the structure of experience form an
insider’s point of view into the theoretical language of an
outsider, or unmask hidden power relations, or measure
correlations, causes, and effects, by means of subject-object
modes of understanding. Only then can we offer discursive
lenses through which to observe, interpret, and assess human
interactions, and reflexively too, by acknowledging that
these themselves are contingent historical embodiments of
culture no less than the traditions they seek to explore.

When it comes to educational research, therefore, what
von Wright (1981) once called teleological or purposive
explanations are logically prior to causal or scientific expla-
nation. We must first comprehend the reasons why people
choose to act or talk in a certain way within the context of the
norms, values, or ideals by which he or she lives in order to
properly interpret the variables that might influence the
choices that they make. These can then be understood from
a variety of competing theoretical perspectives that draw on
distinct modes of disciplinary understanding including
anthropology, sociology, psychology, politics, history, and
philosophy. The traditions of educational research include
not only the broad methodological categories of quantitative
inquiry, qualitative analysis, and critical social theory, but
also the widest possible range of disciplines in the social
sciences, the humanities, and the arts, as they are brought
to bear on questions relevant to educational policy and
practice. Additionally, the ethics of human conduct and
expression contained in social and cultural norms provides
not only the focus of social and educational inquiry, of what
we seek to understand and explain, but also the standards
according to which we conduct and express that inquiry. We
can only grasp another person’s purposes and intentions, and
hence the variables that might influence them, from within
the context of our own.
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But how can norms, values, and ideals play such a central
role in educational research when they are often contested?
One answer lies in the fact that the very idea of inquiry
implies standards of assessment grounded in competing
conceptions of the good. Of course, some traditions embrace
ideals dogmatically. They are resistant to changing
circumstances, counter-arguments or contrary experience.
They also tend to discourage independent ideas and choices,
and understand human behavior as under the control or
authority of an external agent or force. Traditions of this
kind often appear to provide clear ethical standards against
which to judge social policies and programs. But in fact,
these dogmatic standards tend to undermine a key condition
for ethical discussions to be meaningful — that within rea-
sonable limits people are the agents of their own beliefs,
behaviors, and desires. It makes sense to demand that I
should behave in this way rather than that only if I am the
agent of my own actions able within reasonable limits to
choose this rather than that. However, if I am indeed such a
free agent, then it must be possible for me to be wrong about
even my most fundamental commitments. Were this not the
case, if I was right for example because it is in my very
nature to be correct, then it would be my nature, not me,
choosing my commitments. In other words, for ideals to be
ethical, they must be fallible.

Ethical traditions that provide genuine standards of assess-
ment must therefore be dynamic not dogmatic, embracing
norms and ideals that represent the best available formulation
of the good, at least as we are given to understand it for now,
but assuming that there could always be a better way or a
more compelling perspective (Alexander 2001; Phenix 1972).
Viewed in this light, knowledge of human affairs is always the
possession of an embodied agent, constrained by language,
culture and history, who grasps, albeit imperfectly, the
contours of a world or the meaning of ideas that transcends
— exists independently of — his or her limited experience. And
this requires — at least as a regulative principle — the existence
of a material reality and ethical ideals beyond our own
contextualized experience even if their ultimate shape and
content remains shrouded in culture, history, language, and
tradition (Alexander 2006, p. 214).

Transcendental Pragmatism and the
Practice of Inquiry in Education

I call this view transcendental pragmatism. With both
Oakeshott and Dewey it conceives all inquiry — be it quanti-
tative, qualitative, and/or critical — as grounded in histori-
cally contingent social and cultural traditions of practices,
not universal rational ideals. However, again like Oakeshott
but unlike Dewey, it admits as a Kantian regulative principle
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the existence of entities, ideas, and ideals that are indepen-
dent of human experience even if we can conceive them only
through the prisms of traditions that emerge from the
subject-subject encounters in which human cultures origi-
nate. The result is what I have called soft, as opposed to hard,
relativism which admits that truth and goodness are tied to
cognitive and cultural frameworks without undermining the
possibility of criticizing one tradition on the basis of another
(Alexander 2001, 2006, pp. 212-215).

I have also pointed to at least three consequences of this
view for educational research which are worth elaborating
here (Alexander 2006, pp. 215-217):

First, all educational research entails a philosophical
dimension involving substantive ethics and the analysis of
educational aims and aspirations. Not only does the proper
interpretation of causation and correlation in the human
sciences depend upon understanding human purposes and
intentions as part of the social and cultural norms, values,
and ideals, that govern people’s lives, we can only acquire
this sort of understanding from the vantage point of our own
aims and aspirations. Hence, educational research worthy of
the name can only be properly conducted within the context
of explicit and adequately defended visions of the good in
which non-dogmatic norms, values, and ideals are articu-
lated to govern policies, practices, and pedagogies. The
tendency within contemporary schools of education in lead-
ing universities around the world to diminish the presence of
properly trained philosophers in favor of so-called hard-
nosed empirical researchers specializing in randomized
field testing poses a serious threat to the quality of scholar-
ship conducted within those institutions, as much as it does
to the standards according to which educational practitioners
and policy makers are prepared to embark on their profes-
sional careers. The very idea promulgated in the wake of No
Child Left Behind, that standards in education are first and
foremost quantitative, misses the essential point of a stan-
dard altogether. That is, to gauge the quality of a practice, to
assess whether or to what degree an activity has been
preformed in a manner that should be deemed meritorious.
But to understand what counts as more or less meritorious,
one must first possess a concept of what it means for an
activity the be worthwhile, which is precisely the job of an
adequately defended vision of the good.

Second, randomized field experimentation cannot be a
‘gold standard’ of educational research. The very search
for correlations and causal explanations in the human
sciences depends upon prior understanding of the relevant
teleological explanations that address the reasons why peo-
ple choose to behave as they do, the purposes they hope to
achieve, the norms they follow, and the ideals they embody.
Indeed, since most forms of qualitative inquiry seek to
understand human purposes and intentions they can stand
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on their own without any reference to power relations or the
relationships between quantitative variables. The same can-
not be said for positivist social inquiry or for critical social
theory however. Both must be appropriately situated in an
account of the relevant social norms and ideals in order to be
properly understood. In this sense, quantitative and critical
studies in education require in the nature of the case what has
come to be called mixed methods, since qualitative under-
standing is required to make sense of them. On the other
hand, though qualitative studies may often benefit from the
integration of various forms of measurement or radical criti-
cism depending of course on the research question involved,
making sense of them does not necessarily depend upon
correlations, causes or power relations.

Finally, norms, values, and ideals are best understood by
analyzing concrete cases. Correlation and causation can add
nuance and precision, but the search for abstract covering
laws do not constitute the most appropriate approach to
understanding human purposes and intentions. The logic of
illustration, in other words, is prior to the logic of generali-
zation in the study of human activity. It is a category mistake
of the first order to understand illustration as a form of weak
empiricism by reference to such irrelevant concepts as reli-
ability, validity, and generalizability. Illustration is rather
more like coming to understand a nuanced use of language
or a fine point of law than a statistical regularity. Language
and law are best grasped by means of a limited number of
clear and detailed cases that illuminate practices and
principles that can be applied in a host of circumstances
well beyond their confines. To be sure, these cases can be
and often are combined with tests and measures or radical
analysis in a variety of useful ways, such as to assist
in learning a language or in convincing a judge or jury
to apply the law in certain ways under particular
circumstances. But to communicate in a language or inter-
pret the law one must first understand the practices and
principles that govern their use. So too in the study of
education: correlations, causes, and radical criticism may
assist in improving the practice of a particular pedagogy or
in convincing policy makers to think about current
circumstances in new and innovative ways, but to achieve
these ends there is no substitute for understanding the norms,
values, and ideals of the culture that seeks to transmit itself
across the generations within the context of the aims and
aspirations of a clear and defensible concept of the good.

The positivist seeks to explain events on the basis of
causal laws so that they can be predicted and controlled,
and the critical social theorist to unmask oppression hidden
necessarily in social relations. But we should be wary of
such aims, which can be traced to what Oakeshott called the
fallacy of rationalism in politics. The fact that another
person’s behavior can sometimes be predicted does not
authorize one to control it and social relations do not always

embody unjust assertions of power. People are subjects not
objects; to understand them we must endeavor to meet them
in dialogue, to receive their thoughts, feelings, and desires
into ourselves, to allow them if only for a moment to use
Buber’s famous phrase, to ‘fill the firmament’. On this
account, educational research is about grasping the norms
and ideals, the traditions of practice, through which they
have come to comprehend a world that transcends culture
through the prism of our own defensible aims and
aspirations. Nel Noddings (1984, p. 30) calls this engross-
ment or feeling with another rather than empathy or putting
oneself in her place; it requires of the educational researcher
a stepping back rather than forward, an act of limitation
rather than assertion, of self-control rather than domination
over others. Ethics, as Levinas (2005) put it, is first philoso-
phy in the study of human subjects, and there is no substitute
for this ethical stance if we are to truly understand what it
means to educate ourselves and others.
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Richard Pring

Abstract

Much educational research, particularly at PhD level, is premised on there being a deep
division between qualitative and quantitative research. Indeed these are seen to follow from
different and incompatible paradigms of what counts as truth and knowledge. This response
to Alexander’s chapter further questions the tenability of this dichotomy. There are
different kinds of research, the methodology depending on the questions being asked.

Keywords

Paradigms « Positivism « Critical realism « Traditions of inquiry

The traditions of inquiry in education (or, put in another
way, the paradigms of educational research) to which
Hanan Alexander refers, stem on the one hand, from the
positivism articulated by Comte and, on the other, from
what is referred to as ‘cultural anthropology’. A third tradi-
tion emerges from ‘radical social criticism’, which
‘deconstructs’ so-called objective truths into the reflections
of those who, consciously or unconsciously, exercise their
power in defining what was to be defined as true.

While Alexander dissects these traditions into their sev-
eral and subtle varieties, many Ph.D. theses maintain these
distinctions particularly when introducing their methodol-
ogy chapter. The onus, it appears, is that somehow one has to
opt for one or the other: of ‘quantities’ and the ‘quantitative’
or ‘qualities’ and ‘qualitative’ research. Generally reasons
for adopting a ‘qualitative method’ are rehearsed, the quan-
titative being associated with the positivism so well outlined
by Alexander. The standard approach is to articulate why a
quantitative research design is inappropriate for reaching an
understanding of human beings and of the societies which
they have formed, for these require an understanding of
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mental and social as well as physical lives. ‘Positivism’ for
such researchers has assumed a disparaging connotation. It
has, in the view of many, nothing to do with understanding
human beings as thinking, deliberating, feeling, and inten-
tional objects or with understanding the societies which
embody shared meanings and values. Hence, the prolifera-
tion of case studies, in-depth interviews, and the general fear
of generalisations. Health warnings about generalisations are
frequently issued.

The dichotomy between quantitative (= ‘positivist”) and
qualitative (shaped by anthropology) — or the trichotomy
between these two and the critical realist (verging into the
post-modernist) — traditions is of course a simplification, as
Alexander’s analysis shows. But it is a simplification fre-
quently not seen as such by many research students or their
academic mentors. Indeed, university education departments
still remain heavily ‘tribalised’ by such matters (Becher and
Trowler 2001), the quantitative researchers regarding with
contempt the tiny samples of qualitative researchers, while
the latter regard as irrelevant the large scale randomised
controlled experiments (RCE) of the former. Moreover, the
politicians and their civil servants have a preference for the
RCE. Numbers seem more convincing for developing policy
than the in-depth interview with a struggling school princi-
pal. Certainly they are averse to any suggestion that what
they, the politicians, fervently promote is anything but an
ideological reflection of the dominant political power.
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These divisions, frequently at war, are often referred to as
rival and irreconcilable paradigms of knowledge — incom-
patible ideological claims to what we can be said to know.

There is, of course, some basis in reality for such a
conclusion. I remember vividly being accepted in Professor
A.J. Ayer’s department of philosophy at University College
London in 1962. Ayer, as author of Language, Truth and
Logic, and persuasively promoting the Principle of Verifica-
tion, reduced the common room to almost permanent
silence. The Principle — namely, that only those statements
are meaningful which can be verified either, ultimately, in
terms of sense experience or by logical reduction to tautol-
ogy — meant that all the interesting topics we wanted to talk
about were but the expressions of emotion — contemptuously
rejected as the ‘boo-hurrah’ theory of morality (and of
aesthetics and of religion).

On the other hand, I have had dealings with one univer-
sity where any sample of more than one is seen suspiciously
as lacking in depth and subtlety in the understanding of
distinctively human reality.

Are these wars more than ideological? Does it matter into
which paradigm researchers are socialised into it, counselled
away from, encouraged to criticise and surpass?

Alexander thinks so, and traces the different traditions
with a welcome detail, showing, with appropriate distinc-
tions and caveats, the more complex interpretations of them
and thereby undermining the claims to major and incompat-
ible research traditions. The differences within each tradition
are as significant as the distinctions between them. There
may not be the need for the rigid dichotomy (or trichotomy)
which is often assumed — and reflected (in the phrase
borrowed from Kuhn) in the reference to different
‘paradigms’ or indeed to different ‘epistemologies’.

Alexander brings to bear upon the ‘war of ideologies’ a very
different perspective, one which begins with all the
subtleties of human (and in this case educational) inquiry.
Questions for educational inquiry are essentially practical,
rather than theoretical. They are concerned, from Plato
onwards, with such questions as “What must we do to edu-
cate the young?’, or ‘How should we organise the provision
of education?’, or ‘How might our teaching prepare better
the next generation to be good citizens?” The answers to
such questions can be answered in no one ‘paradigm’. Nor
can one’s thirst for an answer be assuaged by the belief that
all answers are but the reflection of dominant power groups.
If so, why bother with inquiring?

R. Pring

The practical nature of inquiry transforms the philosoph-
ical problem. ‘Truth’ and ‘knowledge’ are more complex
concepts, as the quintessentially American tradition of prag-
matism (invoked by Alexander) shows. But, without yet
entering into the pragmatist theory of meaning, it is impor-
tant to tread, as Alexander does, a little of the path previ-
ously trodden by Michael Oakeshott, for whom the practical
world of politics provided a similar world to that of educa-
tional deliberation. After all, the two are closely intertwined.

Practical inquiry does not follow the route of ‘technical
inquiry’, concerned as it is with the causal relations
between physical objects and with explanations within the
purely physical world. Rather, it is imbued with our
conceptions of what is good and worth pursuing, with
understandings of the social contexts and relationships
within which one is looking for a way forward, and with
appreciations of what others think and feel with whom one
is unavoidably interacting. But those conceptions,
understandings and appreciations, which imbue and perme-
ate all such practical pursuits, are not the stuff of empirical
inquiry. They are what we have inherited through cul-
tural transmission. The values we adopt, the implicit
understandings of society and the appreciations of others
are embedded in forms of life, which themselves have
evolved through the constant interactions and the practical
solutions to problems that generation after generation have
had to face.

There are, of course, serious examinations and dis-
sections of those different ways of valuing, understanding
and appreciating, in what Oakeshott refers to as ‘the con-
versation between the generations of mankind’. Those
conversations are captured in ‘the voices’ of poetry, history,
philosophy, drama, sciences, religion, and so on (Oakeshott
1972). One might add to Oakeshott’s list of ‘voices’ those of
the craft traditions reflected in the creative doers and makers,
not written down in books but handed on from generation to
generation.

To understand human beings and to understand the
societies (formal and informal, large and small) of which
they — or we — are members, one needs to understand the
cultural context in which one makes sense of a life, person-
ally and socially. These contexts and senses embody what it
means to be human, and are often revealed through the arts
and humanities. There is, therefore, this important cultural
knowledge, as Elliot Eisner (1985) as for so long argued, at
the heart of educational enquiry and research. The dichot-
omy or trichotomy between qualitative, quantitative and
critical realist traditions becomes even more shaky. And
that cultural understanding is acquired through a sort of
apprenticeship and connoiseurship, in which the learner or
researcher comes to grasp slowly and often painfully a
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clearer understanding of the (in this case educational) world
he or she is seeking to understand.

A more pragmatist twist to this understanding of educa-
tional inquiry would be that all such inquiry begins with a
puzzle. One has reached a ‘forked road’ situation. In resolv-
ing that puzzle — in deciding which road to progress along —
one seeks further evidence. Such evidence might come from
many quarters. It might come from immediate experience, or
from conversations with others, or from what one reads in a
book. Each bit of evidence transforms to some extent how
one sees the problem and its possible resolution. But that
resolution itself must be provisional and tentative as yet
further experience requires further mental adjustment. That
gradual making sense of experience and of the world has no
end. Further experiences might provisionally confirm one’s
present beliefs or they might not do so. Negative results from
one’s move up one of the forked roads require a re-
formulation of the problem.

Such inquiry (such ‘intellectualised action’, as Dewey
(1933) refers to thinking) gives rise to many different
questions. Some require a more quantitative answer, others
a deeper understanding of the social norms or rules which
shape a person’s behaviour. Yet others call for some knowl-
edge of the historical context of the scene investigated, yet
others again need greater insight into the intentions and
ambitions of the principal players. Practical inquiry fits
into no paradigm or epistemological divide, but rather calls
for evidence related to different sorts of questions. These are
not different paradigms of knowledge, but different ways of
answering logically distinct questions, the answers to which
transform the way in which the world is experienced and
opening up further lines of inquiry.

There are two issues, however, which need resolution.

First, there might still remain a suspicion shown to those
who, despite the need for cultural and phenomenological
understandings of persons, yet treat persons as sufficiently
alike for the purposes of classifying and quantifying them (in
education, the ‘slow learners’, the ‘gifted and talented’, the
‘disengaged’). But real understanding, so the argument goes,
requires the penetration of what is distinctive of each indi-
vidual. Student Smith’s failure cannot be explained by refer-
ence to his being one of a category of people who tend to fail.
There needs to be greater insight into Smith himself. Each is
unique.

The uniqueness argument is fallacious. I am unique in
some ways but not in others. My being male, middle class,
living in the university city of Oxford, does put me into a

certain category, which has features shared with other peo-
ple in that category and influencing how I see and interpret
the world. We are each unique in some respect but not in
others. For instance, the failure of so many white working
class young males is not caused by their being so classified.
But being in such a group explains how they might have
internalised certain values and motivations. Some numerical
account of people of a particular kind (by gender, ethnicity,
social class or disability, say) is not at odds with the qualita-
tive understanding of the social norms which enter into their
understanding of the world. Indeed, such quantitative
accounts show the need for the different, but compatible
questions to be asked.

Second, once again the uniqueness fallacy creates an
unnecessary divide between different modes of inquiry, giv-
ing rise to the belief in the incompatibility of one method of
enquiry with another. To understand other people does
require entering into the cultural tradition through which
their understanding of the physical, social and moral worlds
have been internalised. How can that be understood by
someone from a very different cultural tradition? How can
the researcher from the more advanced Western world,
sent by the World Bank to research the needs of an isolated
rural population in an undeveloped and religiously different
part of Asia, really understand that population? To under-
stand that very different world would require the discarding
of the cultural assumptions one starts off with and to enter
into a very different cultural world, language, ritual, rela-
tionship norms, and so on. But that would seem practically
and culturally impossible, and even if it was not so, is
there not a logical difficulty in translating the newly entered
culture into the previous one without complete loss of
meaning?

The difficulties and answers to this dilemma were well
rehearsed by Peter Winch long ago in his Idea of a Social
Science (1958). Roughly what researchers need to remember
is that whatever the different forms of social and cultural life
which divide us and make mutual understanding difficult,
there is a human form of life that we all share. There is as
much in common as there are differences. And it is this
commonality which enables educational researchers, with
an effort may be, to enter sufficiently into other groups and
cultures in order to get some understanding which can be
broadcast more broadly.

In so understanding, we need to ask many questions in
educational research which demand logically different kinds
of answer — some reflecting the process of thinking in partic-
ular individuals, others fathoming the social norms
which have been internalised by the agent, yet others
quantifying the common modes of behaviour amongst
groups of people — be they teachers, learners, educational
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administrators, policy-makers, or some other such category
or categorisation for the purposes of educational research.

But we must not fall into the trap of referring to these
different questions as being incompatible or belonging to
different paradigms of knowledge.
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David Bridges

Abstract

Running through this chapter is a distinction between discipline as a general requirement on
any enquiry which aspires to the status of ‘research’ for it to be conducted in a rigorous and
systematic way, and a discipline as a particular evolved form of such systematic and rule
governed enquiry. The chapter begins by describing the recent history of the disciplines
which have informed educational enquiry. It pays particular attention to the way some of
the longer established disciplines have fragmented and the way in which they have been
joined by new forms of enquiry drawn from almost every part of the academy. The result is
that educational enquiry is constituted by a perhaps bewildering array of diverse balkanised
and hybridised disciplines that has prompted some to talk of an era of postdisciplinarity.
However, the surrender of discipline in the more generic sense comes at a very high price.
Without what Schwab calls its ‘syntactical structure’ any form of educational enquiry loses
the basis of its claim to credibility, let alone to its particular honorific standing as research.
Worse, it undermines the very possibility of a community of arguers. The final section
examines the argument as to whether disciplines constitute obstacles to free and open
enquiry, power structures which exclude some forms of enquiry as well as privileging
others. It argues that disciplined enquiry is needed to reveal and critique power/knowledge
structures and not just to protect them. The very diversity of forms which educational
enquiry assumes today is some protection from a particular academic hegemony.

Keywords
Discipline « Epistemic community « Post-disciplinarity « Systematic « Rules

Discipline and Disciplines These opening lines from Education as a Science by Alex-
ander Bain, Professor of Logic and of Literature at what was

The scientific treatment of any art consists partly in applying the then the recently established University of Aberdeen, neatly
principles furnished by the several sciences involved, as chemi- reflect two different but related ways in which we talk about

cal laws to agriculture; partly in enforcing, throughout the dis-
cussion, the utmost precision and rigour in the statement,

discipline in relation to educational research.

deduction and proof of the various maxims or rules that make First, there is the more general sense in which we can

up the art.
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distinguish between, on the one hand, enquiry which is
(Bain 1897, p. 1) disciplined, i.e. conducted with ‘precision and rigour’ as
Bain puts it or which is ‘systematic and sustained’ (Peters
and White 1969, p. 2, and also Stenhouse 1980); and, on the
other, enquiry which fails to meet these requirements:
enquiry based, perhaps, on somewhat cursory examination
of the evidence, enquiry informed by rumour or unreliable
sources, and/or enquiry conducted carelessly, uncritically
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and with little concern for the accuracy or logical consis-
tency. The term research is what is sometimes referred to as
an ‘honorific’ concept. In bestowing the honorific title of
‘research’ on any enquiry (and leaving aside whether we
would recognise it as good research) we are suggesting that
it meets at least certain standards of thoroughness, careful-
ness, accuracy, rigour. Thus, enquiry simply does not qualify
as research at all unless it is in this sense disciplined.

Then, secondly, we talk of ‘a discipline’ or ‘the disciplines’
to refer to relatively well established forms of systematic
enquiry: evolved ways of going about enquiry that have their
distinctive methods and methodologies; a relatively coherent
view of the conditions which need to be satisfied for a propo-
sition to be taken seriously (truth conditions perhaps); rules
(largely implicit in the practice of particular forms of enquiry)
and a shared language that are a necessary condition for social
interaction and engagement around a particular form of
enquiry; a public space in which the products of such argument
can be exposed to critical scrutiny; and an accumulated body
of work within the particular tradition. (When A. J. Ayer was
asked by a visitor, ‘What is Philosophy?’ he is reported to have
waved his arm in the direction of his bulging bookshelves and
answered ‘It’s all that’.) These disciplines have traditionally
been protected and developed over the years by organisational
structures which have included, in particular, university chairs,
departments and degree programmes, and learned societies
and their journals. In the academies they have born such
familiar titles as natural science, history, mathematics, philos-
ophy, psychology, though such categories have evolved his-
torically, been re-configured, have divided, combined and
hybridised to generate what in the contemporary academy is
a bewildering array of possibilities.

Clearly, as Bain indicates, discipline in both these senses
has application to educational research. For Bain, as in
discourses in the European tradition in our own time (e.g.
when the French refer to les sciences de I’ éducation) educa-
tional enquiry is ‘scientific’ not, as sections of the Anglo-
American community seems to suppose, in so far as its
methods resemble those of the natural sciences but in so
far as they are conducted systematically and rigorously and
according to the rule governed requirements of the appropri-
ate discipline(s). However, as the French nomenclature
indicates, Education has not on the whole been regarded as
a single discipline in its own right. Educational research ‘is
not itself an autonomous form of knowledge or an autono-
mous discipline. It involves no conceptual structure unique
in its logical features and no unique test for validity’ (Hirst
1966, p. 55). Rather, Education has been seen as a field of
practice, policy, theory and enquiry which draws on and can
be informed by a variety of other disciplines of enquiry
rooted in the academy as well as by the collective and
reflective understanding generated by practitioners in the
field. But what are these disciplines?

D. Bridges

Which Are the Disciplines Which Can
Contribute to Educational Enquiry, and What
Can They Contribute?

A detailed historical or comparative approach to this question
would no doubt throw up some different answers. There have
been some rather different patterns of the development of
Education as a field of enquiry in continental Europe (see,
for example, Levering 2001, and DePaepe 2001) and across
the world that have reflected different historical, cultural and
institutional locations. Writing more specifically about the
history of pedagogy as ‘a scientific and separate discipline’,
Bengtsson (2002) suggests, however, that “The road ... was
not similar in all Western countries and did not always follow
the same pace, but . . . most countries have followed the same
stages” (p. 7). He describes how Bertil Hammer, in his 1910
inaugural lecture as the first Chair in pedagogy in Sweden,
provided an account of pedagogy divided into three main
branches, ones with which later scholars would find no diffi-
culty in identifying:

(i) trying to fix the goal of education in so far as the historical
process of education (bildningsgan) displays it: this will be
the task of philosophical or teleogical pedagogy;

(i) studying the process of education (uppfoostring-
sprocessen) close at hand as it appears for the individual
person; in other words to investigate the biological and
psychological conditions that determine the child’s devel-
opment: individual or psychological pedagogy;

(iii) studying education at large as a social phenomenon, of
which the historical and social conditions are to be
demonstrated: social pedagogy (including historical

pedagogy).
(translated Bengtsson 2002, p. 7, from Hammer 1988)

This picture of the contributing disciplines to educational
enquiry was very close to what achieved particular authority
and influence in the UK and the wider English speaking world
(in particular) in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Tibble’s
influential edited work The Study of Education (Tibble
1966) contributed significantly to the definition of the subject
in the newly emergent Bachelor of Education' degrees at the
end of the decade in which it was published. Following a
historical introduction by Tibble and Hirst’s paper on ‘Educa-
tional Theory’, four leading protagonists stepped forward to
present: ‘The Philosophy of Education’ (Richard Peters);
“The History of Education’ (Brian Simon); ‘The Contribution

"The B.Ed. offered trainee teachers the possibility of a 4-year
programme incorporating concurrent elements of subject study, teach-
ing preparation and practice and educational theory leading to a degree.
This rapidly replaced the previous 3-year Certificate of Education
programme. It also prompted in the UK what became known interna-
tionally as the ‘universitification’ of teacher training, since only
universities could award degrees.
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of Psychology to the Study of Education’ (Ben Morris); and
‘The Sociology of Education’ (William Taylor). Thus were
the ‘foundation’ disciplines of education temporarily defined
not only for several generations of students in teacher training
on new degree level programmes but also the staff who were
teaching them and who embarked, therefore, on masters and
doctoral programmes designed to equip them for their new
roles in higher education. Consequently, thus too were defined
some of the most powerful categories under which educa-
tional research was conducted and validated.

However, these foundation disciplines only ever provided
provisional forms of coherence and temporary alliances
between what were often radically different traditions.
The sociology of education, for example, contained every-
thing from traditional hard data survey people through
ethnographers, neo Marxists and critical theorists to post-
modernists and social relativists. Psychology spanned neuro-
physiology, behaviourism, cognitivism and constructivism
through to psychoanalysis. The ideological and methodologi-
cal differences between these communities of scholars were at
least as great as anything they might have in common.
Increasingly through the 1980s and 1990s these fault lines in
the foundation disciplines became more evident and new,
more segmented intellectual communities and practices
emerged.

Over the same period three linked developments in the
UK - in parallel with and interacting with developments in
particular in the US and in Australia — contributed to the
erosion of the dominance of the four disciplines in educa-
tional discourse — and Lawrence Stenhouse had a hand in all
three. The first was the emergence of Curriculum as, if not a
new discipline in educational studies, then at least a power-
ful instrument for breaking down the barriers between the
disciplines and demonstrating their capacity to inform in
different and more integrated ways a rapidly evolving field
of educational development and practice — and one in which
national policy and local practice had to be joined together in
some way (see, for example, Stenhouse 1975). The second
was the development of classroom action research to which
Stenhouse’s colleague, John Elliott, made a major contribu-
tion. (A number of his writings, which remained informally
circulated for some time were brought together in Elliott
1991). The third development under this same patron-
age was the expansion of the repertoire of research
methodologies in the interests of understanding and sharing
different perceptions of classroom experience — a garnering
of, in particular ethnographic research methods and case
study of which Stake was perhaps the most masterly expo-
nent (Stake 1995, inter alia and see for example, Simons
1980); the development by Stenhouse of case study as ‘con-
temporary history’ (Stenhouse 1980); and the articulation by
Parlett and Hamilton (1972) of evaluation as ‘illumination’
and by MacDonald (1972) of ‘democratic evaluation’ (both
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originally in papers presented at a 1972 invitation seminar at

Churchill College Cambridge, but now most readily avail-

able in Murphy and Torrance 1987).

From these and other sources we have seen, since Tibble’s
presentation of the study of education a huge expansion in the
intellectual resources which have been brought to this study:
from every nook and cranny of the academy and especially
from ethnography; from the study of language and literature
and discourse analysis; from economics; from neuro-science;
from law; from biography and autobiography; from cultural
studies and museology; from politics, policy studies and
political theory; and, more hesitantly perhaps from the crea-
tive arts, from photography, poetry and from narrative fiction.
The educational research community seems to have taken to
heart the view articulated by Elliot Eisner in his 1993 address
to the American Educational Research Association: “If there
are different ways to understand the world, and if there are
different forms that make such understanding possible, then it
would seem to follow that any comprehensive effort to under-
stand the processes and outcomes of schooling would profit
from a pluralistic rather than a monolithic approach to
research” (Eisner 1993, p. 8).

So, in the twenty first century we have to acknowledge
that as a simple matter of fact the educational research
journals (which themselves have multiplied and diversified
to the point that it is practically impossible even to keep
track of what is out there) are full of material that draws on
the research practices and theoretical insights of almost
every part of the academy.

What actually gets drawn into the educational research
field from any particular discipline is quite variable. It
includes, for example:

* Research methods and methodologies: discourse analysis
from literary and cultural studies; iconographic interpre-
tation from ethnography and museology; multilayered
modelling from statistics and economics; ‘participatory’
research from development studies; double blind con-
trolled experiments from medical science and clinical
psychology; life history from history and biographys;
deconstruction from literary studies and politics.

» Different forms of representation of research: case stud-
ies and thick description as well as more analytic and
interpretative writing; narratives and stories; visual
representations and websites. After all, as Elliot Eisner
argued: “The meaning that representation carries is both
constrained and made possible by the form of representa-
tion we employ. Not everything can be ‘said’ with any-
thing. Poetic meaning requires poetic forms of thought
and poetically treated form. Visual art requires forms of
thought that address the import of visual imagery. How
we think is influenced by what we think about and how
we choose or are expected to represent its content”
(Eisner 1993, p. 7).
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o Theoretical and interpretative frameworks; feminism
from sociology and politics; capability theory from devel-
opment economics; self concept and identity theory from
social psychologys; critical theory from neo Marxist polit-
ical economy; grounded theory from ethnography;
postmodernisms from, in particular, continental Euro-
pean literary, politics and social science.

As if this was not abundance enough, the story continues.
Neither in their homes in university departments nor in their
application in educational settings did this wide range of
‘disciplines’ remain securely insulated from each other.
Increasingly in the wider academy and in educational
research new alliances were formed as the links between
some of these research practices were observed and built
upon and new hybrids of research developed. Many of the
most influential theoretical thinkers are in any case
extremely difficult to locate in single categories. Do you
put the work of Derrida or Foucault under literary studies,
politics, philosophy, sociology or history — or all of these?

So we have seen: (i) a huge extension in the range of
intellectual resources which have been drawn into educa-
tional enquiry; (ii) what might be regarded as the fragmen-
tation of some of the more established disciplines; and (iii)
the recombining and hybridisation of different traditions in
new forms. In the field of educational research the returns to
the 2001 UK Research Assessment Exercise provided clear
evidence of creativeness (or recklessness) in combining,
crossing over or perhaps ‘transgressing’ traditional disciplin-
ary structures in a context of what some have described as
‘post-disciplinarity’. Among, admittedly, the less conven-
tional descriptions provided of the methodology of work
submitted for assessment I noted: ‘New Paradigm/heuris-
tic/dialogic methods’; ‘historical political sociology’; ‘ideo-
logical history, curriculum and cultural theory’; ‘social
constructionism — socio-philosophical analysis’; and ‘Nar-
cissus myth and deconstruction’.”

None of these developments, of course make it easy for
newcomers to make sense of the territory of educational
enquiry or to map its disciplinary character, let alone to
make consistent judgements of the quality of research
writing. In a contribution to the journal of the American
Education Research Association Journal, Educational
Researcher, under the revealing title ‘Educational research
in an era of paradigm proliferation: what’s a journal editor to
do?’, its then editor wrote: “Ours is a field characterised by
paradigm proliferation and, consequently, the sort of field in

2 The full data set for these Research Assessment Exercise submissions
is available on www.hefce.ac.uk/rae and provides a fascinating insight
into the diversity of practice in educational research in the UK. A
further assessment was conducted in 2008, but this did not require
scholars to give a particular designation to the genre of research they
submitted.
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which there is little consensus about what research and
scholarship are and what research reporting and scholarship
should look like” (Donmoyer 1996, p. 19).

From Disciplines to Post-disciplinarity?

The developments I have described do indeed challenge the
internal coherence of what were once presented as more or
less monolithic disciplines; they challenge the exclusive role
of the four foundation disciplines; and they challenge their
individual sufficiency. These challenges have encouraged
some, perhaps, to think that neither the idea of disciplines,
nor even that of discipline, has any continuing function
in the discourse of educational enquiry — that we live in
a ‘post-disciplinary’ world. I shall, however, argue that
these developments do not thus far necessarily challenge
the requirement for such research to be ‘systematic and
sustained’; to have its own means (methods?) to assist us in
examining ideas which are put forward and judging what
confidence to place in them — to be disciplined.

The literature on post-disciplinarity in the humanities and
social sciences offers different messages on the place of
disciplines or discipline in contemporary research. Some
sources appear to use reference to multi-disciplinarity, inter-
disciplinarity and postdisciplinarity interchangeably, though,
as Menand rightly observes, “Interdisciplinarity is the institu-
tional ratification of the logic of disciplinarity. The very term
implies respect for the discrete perspectives of different
disciplines. You can’t have interdisciplinarity, or multidisci-
plinarity, unless you have disciplines. .. This is not the same
phenomenon as postdisciplinarity” (Menand 2001, p. 11).

Other sources are at pains to insist that the discourse of
post-disciplinarity is consistent with continuing respect for the
discipline of the discipline. The project is rather to add to what
discipline-based enquiry can offer than to replace it. In an
editorial introducing the journal, Human Affairs: A
Postdisciplinary Journal for Humanities and Social Sciences,
Visnnovsky and Bianchi explained: “Postdisciplinarity in our
understanding does not mean that traditional disciplines have
disappeared or indeed should disappear, but rather that they
are changing and should change in order to solve complex
issues of human affairs. It is not sufficient to approach such
complex issues from any single discipline” (Visfinovsky and
Bianchi 2002, p. 2). Giroux was at pains to stress that, “At
issue here is neither ignoring the boundaries of discipline
based knowledge nor simply fusing different disciplines, but
creating theoretical paradigms, questions and knowledge that
cannot be taken up within the policed boundaries of the
existing disciplines” (Giroux 1997, p. xii). Similarly, “The
problem ... is how to construe and resituate the disciplines
in a way that removes their effect as unnecessarily
constraining foundational structures, while retaining the
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vitality of inquiry within them, so that the pursuit of knowl-
edge is expanded, and the range of possibilities for what
constitutes legitimate intellectual activity is broadened”
(Mourad 1997, p. 86; see also Smith 2003).

Some, however, seem bent on the destruction of the disci-
plinary structure of academic life. When Michael Crow
became President of Arizona State University he declared in
his inaugural policy paper ‘A New American University: The
New Gold Standard’ that: “Knowledge does not fall within
strict disciplinary categories. .. The New American Univer-
sity encourages teaching and research that is interdisciplinary,
multidisciplinary, transdisciplinary and postdisciplinary, lead-
ing, where appropriate, to a convergence of the disciplines, an
approach that might more accurately described as intellectual
fusion” (Crow 2002, p. 2). (Compare the mission statement of
the Lancaster University Institute for Advanced Studies at
www.lancaster.ac.uk/ias/about/mission.htm.)

At the risk of oversimplification it seems to me that the
discourse of ‘post-disciplinarity’ has a number of targets for
critique or attack, and there are a number of these which I
would not seek to defend. I am happy to acknowledge, for
example, that the organisation of academic institutions into
strongly bounded discipline based departments can be an
obstacle to fluid and imaginative intellectual endeavour,
though most of the organisational alternatives have their
problems too. Even when a university such as my own
institution, the University of East Anglia, is founded on an
organisational principle of interdisciplinarity, the interdisci-
plinary units themselves tended to establish new barriers to
academic collaboration (e.g. between historians in the
School of English and American Studies and those in Euro-
pean Studies) as well as new opportunities for collaboration
(for example, between historians, literary scholars and polit-
ical theorists drawn together in European Studies).

I acknowledge, similarly, that the containment of research
programmes within disciplinary boundaries, especially in
fields such as education, which requires multiple approaches,
is unhelpful.

Thus the view that any particular disciplinary structures are
in some way °‘essential’ or ahistorical and unchanging is
clearly unsustainable. Any historical perspective on the devel-
opment of human understanding can only confirm an evolu-
tionary picture of their development. Phenix emphasised that:
“the concept of disciplines as species of knowledge is to be
understood dynamically. The disciplines are not an array of
fixed traditional ways of knowing that have been ordained at
some special creation. They are structures of enquiry and
understanding that emerge out of the continuous process of
epistemic development” (Phenix 1964, p. 49). The practice of
one community of enquiry may become increasingly
contested from within; distinctions within disciplinary
frameworks become clearer and more significant; methods
and methodologies more refined and new conversational
communities established.
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This view is also compatible with the idea that discipline
and rule governed systems may emerge from practices of
enquiry in which they are by no means clearly defined —
Schon’s ‘swampy lowland’ of research and practice (Schon
1983, p. 42). Rule governed systems emerge out of research
practice as well as being brought to it. Appignanesi and Garratt
describe, for example, their experience of ‘working without
rules in order to find out the rules of what you’ve done’
(Appignanesi and Garratt 1995, p. 50). In The Rise of the
Network Society, Manuel Castells writes of ‘the self-organising
character of nature and society’ but adds: “Not that there are
no rules, but rules are created, and changed, in a relentless
process of deliberate actions and unique interactions” (Castells
2000, p. 74). My only qualification to the literature that
describes the evolutionary character of epistemic communities
is to warn that one can underestimate the continuities in these
communities as well as their capacity for change (see Toulmin
1972). Moreover, even if the boundaries between, for example,
what is the case and what ought to be the case, or between a
religious and scientific account of creation are vigorously
contested, such fundamentally significant categories of thought
are not trivially to be dispensed with.

Finally, I share the view in some of the literature that to
maintain that particular disciplinary structures are in some
way reflections of the way reality is ordered is mistaken:
rather they play a central role in the way in which we order
our experience of reality or order reality itself.

Here I need to return to the distinction with which I
introduced this chapter. It is not the disciplines as forms of
academic organisation that I want to protect (though such
organisation just may prove contingently important) but the
discipline that they provide to intellectual enquiry. The
notion of post-disciplinarity in educational research worries
me in so far as it suggests that educational research cannot
any longer be thought of as having any discipline. It is
worrying because the loss of ‘discipline’ has two huge
consequences. The first is that it totally undermines the
basis of the special claim of educational research on our or
anyone else’s attention; the second is that it renders mean-
ingful conversation within epistemic communities -
communities of arguers — impossible. Let me explain these
two consequences more fully.

In Defence of Discipline - and Hence
of Disciplines

The reason why we might give special attention to research —
and urge others to do likewise — lies, on this view, in its
claims: (i) to be based on sustained enquiry, (ii) to be enquiry
characterised by the qualities of care and thoroughness
contained in the every day sense of the systematic, and (iii)
in its claims to be systematic in this slightly more technical
sense of a rule governed system of enquiry. Discipline may
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of course be applied more or less rigorously or vigorously.
On the whole in academic circles propositions are seen to be
more deserving of our belief to the extent that they are
derived from enquiries which have been conducted with
the greatest of rigour. So there is a connection between
these considerations of enquiry as systematic, disciplined
and rigorous and considerations to do with the quality of
the research (though this does not mean that these are the
only relevant criteria of quality).

The argument goes further however. For though research
may require periods of isolated and individual study, it rests
essentially on and in communities of enquirers, and such
communities owe their identity to ‘commonly understood
norms of enquiry’ (Shulman 1999, p. 164), a shared dis-
course, shared discipline, shared ‘systematics’. As Hunt
argues, “the discipline of a discipline, by which I mean the
rules of conduct governing argument within a discipline,
does have a worthy function. Such rules make a community
of arguers possible” (Hunt 1991, p. 104). The conditions for
both the production and validation of research require
communities of arguers, enquirers and critics — and a condi-
tion for the possibility of such communities of arguers is
their sharing in a common language and their shared recog-
nition and reference to some common rules of (in this case)
intellectual and creative behaviour. Popkewitz emphasises
the importance of these rules, not only in allowing commu-
nication and argument but also in developing ‘standards of
enquiry’: “Research exists within communities of discourse
which maintain and develop standards of enquiry. .. Scien-
tific communities involve commitments to certain lines of
reasoning and premises for certifying knowledge. Each sci-
entific field has particular constellations of questions,
methods and procedures. These constellations provide
shared ways of “seeing” the world, of working, of testing
each others’ beliefs” (Popkewitz 1984, pp. 2-3).

The rules that I refer to and the intellectual, moral and
institutional props which maintain them, constitute the dis-
cipline of the discipline, of the tradition of thought and
representation with which they are associated. It is in
this sense that I suggest that discipline is a sine qua non
of research. ‘Disciplines,” argues Lenoir with perhaps
surprising lack of qualification in a sociological analysis,
“are essential structures for systematising, organizing, and
embodying the social and institutional practices upon which
both coherent discourse and legitimate exercise of power
depend” (Lenoir 1993, p. 73, my italics).

Research as a Rule-Governed Activity
It is a common feature of human rule governed practices that

the rules are inexplicit, uncodified, tacitly understood. There
is no rule book. Epistemologically functional rules (for
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example, governing the relationship between specific cases

and general theories) may easily get blurred with social

conventions attached to a discipline (for example, regarding
the use or non use of the first person in research reports).

They tend to become more explicit when they are

transgressed and critics point to the transgression. Eisner

argued that: “When research methods are stable and canon-
ized, the rules of the game are relatively clear. With new
games, new rules” (Eisner 1993, p. 8). I tend to think that it
works almost the other way round. The more firmly
established a discipline the less explicit is people’s aware-
ness of its rules. It is in the formation and development of
new patterns of enquiry that people are especially aware of
what is distinctive about it. It goes with my acknowledge-
ment of the diversity of the intellectual resources which are
today brought to the field of educational research that there
are some significantly different rule governed systems in

play. But let me at least illustrate the sort of rules which I

have in mind, i.e. the kind of rules which shape the shared

meaning and understanding which underpins research
enquiry and its claims on our credibility.

1. Rules which link the methods appropriate to the research
task or conclusion to particular ontologies and
epistemologies and hence shape the character of the
truth claims — so for example, someone who employed
or offered three case studies as an attempt to answer a
question about the scale of pupil disaffection in a given
country would have made a kind of category mistake.
Equally, someone offering a set of statistical tables in
answer to a question about students’ experience of
disaffection may (perhaps less obviously) have done the
same.

2. Rules which shape the way in which appropriate
inferences can be drawn from the evidence or indicate
the impossibility of such inferences. Part of what defines a
disciplined form of enquiry are the rules which govern the
movement (or lack of it) between evidence/data and
analysis, generalization, theory building. Examples
would include the level of probability one could extract
from an analysis of statistical correlations or the kind of
movement one might make (or not make) from an indi-
vidual case study to, for example, grounded theory or
general policy.

3. Rules which indicate what are the analytic and explana-
tory concepts appropriate to the research task and evi-
dence — understanding (and reflecting in one’s research)
for example, an appropriate perspective on the ways in
which questions to do with how certain educational goods
are distributed; questions of whether or not such distribu-
tion is fair; questions to do with the role of capitalism in
shaping this distribution; and questions of God’s will with
respect to such distribution; may or may not be distin-
guished and inter-related. This is not to suppose that these
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questions are simply resolved or resolvable: it is rather to
make the point that part of the discipline of educational
enquiry and part of what constitutes the shared under-
standing of different elements within that community
consists in either having a view of this relationship or in
sharing a language in which different views of this rela-
tionship can be intelligently explored.
Schwab drew these three types of rules together into what
he referred to as the ‘syntactical structure’ of each discipline:
There is, then, the problem of determining for each discipline
what it does by way of discovery and proof, what criteria it uses
for measuring the quality of its data, how strictly it can apply its
canons of evidence, and, in general, to determine the pathway by
which the discipline moves from its raw data to its conclusion.
This cluster of problems I shall call the problem of the syntacti-

cal structure of each discipline.
(Schwab 1964, p. 11)

It is the elements of this ‘syntactical structure’ which
provide the rules or systematic nature — the discipline — of
a discipline. In principle at least, it is the discipline in
research which renders its outcomes especially worthy of
our attention and credulity.

This last claim is especially important. The rules which
go at least partly to constitute a discipline have a purpose,
which is to contribute to the greater illumination and under-
standing of different aspects of our experience and our
world. Phenix (1964) asks: “How ... can we be sure that
the concept of a discipline is definite and significant enough
to serve as a basis for the organization of knowledge?
The answer,” says Phenix, “is empirical and pragmatic:
disciplines prove themselves by their productiveness. They
are the visible evidence of ways of thinking that have proven
fruitful. They have arisen by the use of concepts and
methods that have generative power” (p. 48).

As Phenix suggests, such rule-governed systems are not
necessarily obstacles to innovation or creativity. Popkewitz
(1984) stresses the paradoxical way in which these rule
governed systems provide, nevertheless, the conditions for
challenge, creativity and dissent: “Science exists in the pre-
paredness of individuals to think up, explore and criticise new
concepts, techniques of representation, and arguments. ..
While it may seem paradoxical, the procedures, norms and
interactions of the scientific community maintain a form of
anarchy which encourages individual creativity” (pp. 3 and 6).

Discipline as an Obstacle to Enquiry?

This pragmatic principle of whether or not particular rule
governed demands on a conversational community serve
their epistemological purpose is a critical one. Rules, of
course, both open up possibilities, for example, enabling
the social processes that produce meaning, and close them
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down, for example by institutionalising and protecting cer-
tain frameworks of understanding (‘discourses’?) and
disallowing discursive forms which do not conform but
which may nevertheless have the potential to reveal some-
thing interesting. Foucault (1982) writes of discourse as “a
stumbling block, a point of resistance and a starting point for
an opposing strategy” (p. 101). Stephen Ball (1990)
explains: “Discourses constrain the possibilities of thought.
They order and combine words in particular ways and
exclude or displace other combinations. However, in so far
as discourses are constituted by exclusions as well as
inclusions, by what cannot be said as well as what can be
said, they stand in antagonistic relations to other discourses,
other possibilities of meaning, other claims, rights and
positions” (p. 2).

The notion of ‘discourse’ that is employed here is, perhaps,
a more substantive one than ‘discipline’ as I am employing it.
I have in mind a system which is primarily procedural, meth-
odological, and which frames the form of an enquiry rather
than its content. ‘Discourse’ usually indicates something more
heavily ideological characterised by theories and concepts
which come to frame how people think about, for example,
educational practice — notions like ‘educationally disadvan-
taged’, ‘special needs’, ‘giftedness’, ‘marketisation’, ‘inclu-
sive education’, ‘under achievement’ and their attendant
ideological and theoretical baggage. In so far as it is part of
the neo-Foucauldian project to examine critically the geneal-
ogy of these ideas, the power relations which they serve and
the subtle ways in which they support, for example, docility
and self policing compliance under particular regimes, then
this presents no threat to the notion of discipline as I have
articulated it. Indeed this critical activity might, I assume,
require its own discipline if it is to be conducted rigorously
and successfully. ‘Discourse analysis’ has its own place
among the range of contemporary disciplined practices in
social science and, more narrowly, educational research, but
it occupies, perhaps a special place in providing a common
discipline to all such research in the form of a requirement for
self critical alertness to the ways in which language is setting
constraints on the possibilities of enquiry.

No-one imagines the disciplined pursuit of knowledge and
understanding to be entirely free from entanglement with
structures designed or developed to maintain and legitimate
certain orders of power. This is precisely why its more sophis-
ticated practitioners seek to operate under conditions which
reduce these influences to a minimum, for example by
defending the autonomy of research institutions against polit-
ical interference; or fighting off institutional attempts to sup-
press research which might be damaging to the interests of the
institution itself; by submitting to ethical codes which govern
their rights in relation to the powerful and their obligations in
their relations with the weak; by submitting to methodological
and epistemological requirements which force critique of
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their taken-for-granted assumptions, expose the ideological
underpinnings of their work, and enable non-participants to
challenge structural bias in the enquiry or in its conclusions.
Again, part of the discipline that runs across all forms of
educational enquiry is a commitment to these ethical and
political requirements.

In his classic study of the inter-relationships between the
social and epistemological practices of ‘academic tribes’
Becher (1989) argues — and evidences on the basis of his
empirical work — the claim that “the ways in which particular
groups of academics organise their professional lives are
intimately related to the intellectual tasks on which they are
engaged. In practice,” he acknowledges, “the two would seem
to be inseparably intertwined; but in attempting to explore the
characteristic features of the relationship it is necessary to
separate the first analytically from the second” (p. 1). Impor-
tantly he goes on to describe the way in which epistemo-
logical considerations come to drive social and cultural
relationships rather than vice versa: “It is crucial to my argu-
ment that, once such a field (of enquiry) becomes identified in
terms of certain characteristics ... a whole set of properties
inherent in that identification come into play — properties
which can profoundly affect the way of life of those engaged
in the exploration of the field. The cultural consequences in
these instances have to be seen as closely derived from epis-
temological considerations” (ibid., p. 4, my italics).

One response to all this (and perhaps this is the Foucaul-
dian response) is to say that any attempt to separate the
epistemic from the political is in vain. Each attempt to
escape from or find a position outside the power-knowledge
nexus is doomed to fail. One perhaps rather waspish reply to
this is to ask what, then, is the point of Foucault’s own
writing and the intellectual industry that this itself has
spawned. Is this not in some sense contributing to our illu-
mination of the conditions under which we engage in our
different discourses and of the limitations and dangers which
lie in them? Foucault himself would suggest that this is the
case: “Power-knowledge ... is not for me the fundamental
problem but an instrument allowing the analysis — in a way
which seems to me to be the most exact — of the problem of
the relationship between subject and games of truth” (from a
1988 interview cited by Marshall 1990, p. 23).

More sympathetic, however, is the reply that the relation-
ship between intellectual enquiry in its ‘disciplined’ forms
and structures of power is an interminable wrestling match.
We can observe over time both: (i) challenge to our systems
of enquiry by those observing the ways in which these
become distorted by structures of power, and (ii) challenges
to those systems of power and the constructions of the
natural and social world they support by those vigorous in
deploying forms of enquiry — enquiry which can illuminate
both the operation of those ‘knowledge-power’ systems and
the world over which they seek to exercise control. Of
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course, this last possibility could be a complete conceit,
but it is a conceit which stands alongside the possibility
that I am alone in the universe or that all my thoughts and
actions are pre-determined: it is equally intriguing but
provides no basis for the way in which one might actually
conduct one’s life or that small part of it which is occupied
with educational enquiry and research.

Conclusion

In short I hope to have shown that discipline in some form is
essential to any practice honoured as educational (or any
other kind of) research. I have described how this principle
becomes enshrined in different forms of systematic enquiry
which we recognise in the academic community as
‘disciplines’. I have described the way in which the
disciplines which have contributed to educational enquiry
have grown in number as people have seized on the insights
which might be provided by the research practices and
theoretical insights of different parts of the academy; how
they have become more finely differentiated, and how they
have become hybridised and joined together in a sometimes
bewildering variety of ways.

For any educational researcher, I suggest, the raw material
enshrined in student and educators’ experience is likely to be
the starting point and the focus for research. However, the
tools of enquiry, the modes of presentation of such data and
the theoretical and conceptual frameworks employed in its
analysis and interpretation will be drawn from the historically
and socially evolving traditions of these disciplines. The very
diversity of disciplined forms of enquiry represented in the
contemporary educational research community (and their
constant expansion) is itself a significant protection against
the hegemenous domination of any one of them — provided of
course that the educational research community and the wider
democratic community of educational stakeholders can
resist heavy handed attempts to limit what will be counted
as evidence in ‘evidence based’ educational policy to
certain approved methods such as randomised controlled
experiments, and to deny the wealth of rigorous and disci-
plined educational enquiry which that community now has at
its disposal (see Bridges et al. 2008).
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Abstract

In this response, Bridges’ distinction between ‘the disciplines’ and ‘disciplined enquiry’ is
seen as a helpful way of understanding the nature of educational research. The response
focuses on the end of Bridges discussion, where it is suggested that there is an ‘interminable
wrestling match’ between disciplined forms of intellectual enquiry and ‘structures of
power’. This piece considers who might be winning this match. It is argued that the
prevailing ‘structures of power’ in many parts of the world have been neoliberal in
orientation. New Zealand serves as a useful case study in assessing some of the
consequences of neoliberal policies for research and researchers. The chapter concludes
with brief comments on the possibilities for maintaining disciplined enquiry while quietly

resisting elements of neoliberal reform in tertiary education and research.

Keywords

Discipline « Enquiry » Neoliberalism « New Zealand « Tertiary education

Introduction

It is a pleasure to respond to David Bridges’ well argued
chapter. He draws a distinction between ‘the disciplines’ and
‘disciplined enquiry’, making a strong case for a version of the
latter in what is sometimes portrayed as a ‘post-disciplinary’
world. As Bridges points out, Education has not generally
been regarded as a discipline in its own right; rather, it is, to
use Paul Hirst’s (1974) classic nomenclature, perhaps best
conceived as a field of knowledge, informed by a range of
disciplines. The most prominent of those disciplines over the
past half century have been philosophy, history, sociology,
and psychology. The traditions of educational enquiry
established under these foundation disciplines have, Bridges
shows, been characterised as much by their differences as their
similarities, and the past few decades have also witnessed the
emergence of interdisciplinary domains (such as curriculum
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studies), the development of classroom action research, and an
expansion in the range of research methodologies for under-
standing school experience. There is now an enormous array
of educational research material, and this poses some signifi-
cant challenges for anyone seeking to make sense of the field.

Bridges acknowledges that the disciplines have changed
and evolved over time. He notes also, however, that proper
recognition should be given to continuities in epistemic
communities. Bridges expresses concern at one possible
inference that might be drawn from that notion that we
have entered a post-disciplinary world: this is the idea that
“educational research cannot be thought of as having any
discipline” (p. 35). Such a state of affairs is worrying
because “it undermines the basis of the special claim of
educational research on our or anyone else’s attention” and
“renders meaningful conversation within communities of
arguers impossible” (p. 35). In defending ‘discipline’ in
educational research — i.e., enquiry conducted in a sustained,
rigorous, systematic manner — Bridges stresses that this is a
shared process: one involving groups of researchers in rule-
governed activities (where those rules will often by tacitly
accepted rather than explicitly conveyed). Disciplines have
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distinctive ‘syntactical structures’ — clusters of rules relating
to methods, concepts and truth claims — that give them their
discipline and thereby make them ‘worthy of our attention
and credulity’. “The rules which go at least partly to consti-
tute a discipline have a purpose”, Bridges maintains, and this is
to “contribute to the greater illumination and understanding of
different aspects of our experience and our world” (p. 37).

I find little with which to disagree in Bridges’ analysis.
The last section of his chapter, however, where he considers
the possibility that discipline might serve as an obstacle for
enquiry, perhaps leaves greatest scope for further develop-
ment and this is the task I want to begin in this response.
Bridges comments briefly on the work of Foucault and the
concept of ‘discourse’, before making the following
observation:

No-one imagines the disciplined pursuit of knowledge and

understanding to be entirely free from entanglement with

structures designed or developed to maintain and legitimate
certain orders of power. This is precisely why its more sophisti-
cated practitioners seek to operate under conditions which
reduce these influences to a minimum, for example by defending
the autonomy of research institutions against political interfer-
ence; or fighting off institutional attempts to suppress research
which might be damaging to the interests of the institution itself;
by submitting to ethical codes which govern their rights in
relation to the powerful and their obligations in their relations
with the weak; by submitting to methodological and epistemolog-
ical requirements which force critique of their taken-for-granted
assumptions, expose the ideological underpinnings of their work
and enable non-participants to challenge structural bias in the
enquiry or in its conclusions. Again, part of the discipline that

runs across all forms of educational enquiry is a commitment to
these ethical and political requirements (p. 37-38).

It was not necessary, given his purposes, for Bridges to
elaborate in detail on the concept of power or the meaning of
phrases such as ‘orders of power’ and ‘structures of power’.
Plenty of attention has been paid to the notion of power — and
its relation to knowledge and education — elsewhere (and in
this volume, see Olssen (2013), and Hodgson (2013) in
particular). The passage quoted above provides a helpful
starting point, however, for considering the question of
disciplines and disciplined enquiry in a slightly different
light. Bridges observes, correctly in my view, that “the
relationship between intellectual enquiry in its “disciplined”
forms and structures of power is an interminable wrestling
match” (p. 38). The question I shall focus on is this: Who is
winning this match, and with consequences for educational
research and researchers?

Structures of Power

Over the past three decades the prevailing ‘structures of
power’ in many parts of the Western world have been neolib-
eral in orientation. There is no one neoliberalism and any
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evaluation of the impact of neoliberal policies across the
globe needs to consider carefully the differences between
countries and contexts. There have also been significant
changes in the application of neoliberal ideas over time,
often evident within specific nations. New Zealand provides
a good case in point. Once regarded as the welfare laboratory
of the world, New Zealand became a model of rapid neolib-
eral reform. The election of the fourth Labour government in
1984 marked the beginning of a programme of economic
restructuring that included the sale of state assets, the removal
of tariffs and subsidies, and the adoption of corporate man-
agement practices in public institutions. With the National
Party’s landslide election victory in 1990, policy attention
turned to the social sector, with cuts to benefits, the introduc-
tion of market rents for state housing tenants, the reconstruc-
tion of hospitals as ‘Crown Health Enterprises’, and a heavy
emphasis on ‘choice’ and ‘competition’ in tertiary education
policy. Universities were expected to operate like businesses,
with the Vice-Chancellor becoming the Chief Executive
Officer, councils becoming reconfigured along ‘Board of
Directors’ lines, and managerialist principles becoming
cemented in the day-to-day running of institutions. ‘Perfor-
mance’ and ‘accountability’ became key terms. Increasing
sums of money were devoted to marketing, with each institu-
tion striving to promote its ‘brand’ of tertiary education over
the competition. (See further, Codd 1993; Olssen 2001; Peters
and Marshall 1996; Peters and Roberts 1999.)

The formation of a Labour-Alliance coalition government
in 1999 saw the emergence of New Zealand’s version of
“Third Way’ politics (see Codd 2001), with a softening of
some of the harder social edges of neoliberal reform, the
replacement of the rhetoric of choice with a discourse of
shared nation building, and belated moves to reduce the
proliferation of new tertiary education organisations and
qualifications. By this stage, however, the language of neolib-
eralism had become deeply embedded in institutional con-
sciousness. References to ‘inputs’, ‘outputs’, ‘markets’,
‘performance indicators’, and ‘end-users’ continued. In sub-
stantive terms as well, neoliberalism has been pushed in new
directions over the past decade. The central motif in tertiary
education policy under the Labour-led years of 1999-2008
was to advance New Zealand as a ‘knowledge society and
economy’, but as has been argued elsewhere (e.g., Roberts
and Peters 2008), it was very much the economic element of
this push that became dominant. We do not yet have a robust,
well-developed account of the knowledge society in New
Zealand policy discourse, despite the apparent importance of
this notion to the reform process. During this period, compe-
tition within and between tertiary education institutions has, if
anything, become more marked and knowledge has been seen
very much as a commodity: as something to be bought and
sold, packaged and marketed, in the service of making New
Zealand more competitive on the international economic
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stage. The return to a National-led government in 2008
appeared unlikely to disrupt these trends.

Within such an environment, academic life has chan-
ged dramatically, with important consequences for both
‘disciplines’ and ‘discipline’, as Bridges defines these terms.
One of the most significant developments in this respect is the
Performance Based Research Fund (PBRF). The PBRF
emerged from the work of the Tertiary Education Advisory
Commission (TEAC), a body set up to review tertiary educa-
tion shortly after the Labour-Alliance coalition government
came into office. The TEAC commissioners surveyed
performance-based research funding schemes elsewhere in
the world, including the UK’s Research Assessment Exercise
(RAE) as it was then known, and recommended a system
based on the evaluation of individual evidence portfolios by
peers in disciplinary clusters, combined with research degree
completions and externally generated research income. The
evidence portfolios comprised lists of nominated research
‘outputs’, together with sections on ‘peer esteem’ and ‘contri-
bution to the research environment’. One crucial difference
between the RAE and New Zealand’s PBRF is that the indi-
vidual academic serves as the unit for analysis. The main
grades are A, B, C and R, the first of these indicating world-
class research of the highest calibre and the last intended to
mean ‘insufficient for a C’ (but often interpreted as ‘research
inactive’). ‘A’ grades have been valued very highly, as they
are given only rarely. In the subject area Education, for
example, fewer than 3 % of academics received an ‘A’ rating
in the inaugural PBRF round of 2003.

The PBRF extends three of the core planks of neoliberal
reform in tertiary education policy: competition, commodi-
fication and performativity. Universities are aware of how
much is at stake in the PBRF process (millions of dollars for
each institution, and with this, potentially losses or gains in
dozens of academic staff positions). They have, accordingly,
ploughed considerable resources into preparing for each
assessment round. (The first exercise in 2003 was followed
by a partial round in 2006 and the next full assessment is
to occur in 2012.) The PBRF provides strong incentives
for a more competitive tertiary environment, both within
institutions and, particularly, between them. Research
funding under the PBRF is a ‘zero sum game’, with each
institution competing against the others to gain the biggest
possible portion of a limited pie. The PBRF can also be seen
as one among several policy initiatives in recent years to
push the process of commodifying knowledge further than
has previously been the case in universities (cf. Codd 2006).
Knowledge in a PBRF environment is categorised as
portions of information and these have an academic
exchange value, both for institutions and for individual
researchers who seek to ‘trade’ on their results in the assess-
ment exercises. This process, whereby knowledge is reduced
to information that can be bought and sold, has been

underway for some decades (see Lyotard 1984). Such trad-
ing takes place in promotions, appointments, attracting inter-
national students, winning scholarships and fellowships, and
a host of other ways. Indeed, it is arguably not knowledge at
all that is being measured in PBRF evaluations but perfor-
mance. There is no requirement to demonstrate, directly, that
one knows anything in submitting a PBRF portfolio.
Provided academics can marshal the appropriate evidence,
as judged by panels of their peers, to indicate appropriate
performance for a given grade level, nothing more is asked
of them. Much depends, therefore, on how individual aca-
demic capital is utilised in compiling an evidence portfolio.
The PBRF systematises the process of research evaluation,
with reductionist consequences for the way we view
researchers and their work. Narrative accounts of re-
search activities, conversational forms of assessment (e.g.,
interviews or discussions with colleagues or students), and
even records such as CVs, are pushed to one side in the drive
for greater evaluative efficiency. Performance, as deter-
mined by the PBRF, comes to stand in for more well
rounded, nuanced and informative judgements of individuals
and institutions (see further, Roberts 2006, 2007a).

In this context, the discipline of research becomes one
not merely of upholding the highest possible standards
of scholarly rigour but also of learning to play a certain
kind of academic game. Neoliberalism rewards research
entrepreneurs (Ozga 1998), but even if academics try to resist
this trend they cannot avoid being affected by it. For the very
existence of some disciplinary areas within institutions
depends, in part, on their ability to succeed in market-like
terms, attracting not only sufficient student interest but exter-
nal grants, national and international ‘brand visibility’, and
‘added value’ in the repackaging of research materials for
‘end-users’ outside university environments. Immersion in
the academic world is no longer seen as necessary or even
desirable for appointment at the highest levels, as has been
evident in the appointment of increasing numbers of Vice-
Chancellors with backgrounds in the world of business. The
battle here is not principally one between disciplines but over
the place of academic knowledge per se. As Zygmunt
Bauman (1988, 1993) has argued, intellectuals — including
those in universities — have been regarded by many as increas-
ingly irrelevant in the age of the market. This creates a crisis
of legitimacy, as academics struggle to deal with the anxiety
created by the devaluing of their forms of knowledge and
knowing — their disciplines — in the face of competition from
other media in late capitalist societies. Bauman suggests,
however, that this need not lead to despair. If anything, the
discipline to which Bridges refers becomes all the more
important in such an age. Academics need no longer pretend
that their ideas matter greatly to others; instead, they can
satisfy themselves with fulfilling the more modest (but still
crucial) role of teaching the rules of interpretation.



44

Conclusion

So, in the wrestling match between “intellectual enquiry in its
“disciplined” forms and structures of power”, as this has been
played out in New Zealand, neoliberal politics have dominated
— but this does not mean there has been a complete victory. It is
not that disciplined enquiry as described by Bridges has
disappeared; to the contrary, it continues to grow and develop
in new directions. Almost all who participate in this process,
however, must do so in an environment where the ‘rules of
engagement’ for academics have been reconfigured. There has
never been a ‘pure’ space for academic work, altogether free of
political influence, and we do well not to romanticise the uni-
versity of the past. Equally, we should not ignore the more
destructive features of the academic present. Among these is a
devaluing of the kind of contribution that might be made to
human understanding by the arts and humanities (cf. Bullen
et al. 2004) and, more generally, a loss of respect for the place
of critique in a democratic society (Roberts 2007b). Academics
are, in Foucauldian terms, disciplined by the neoliberal
restructuring of research activity, and come to monitor and
regulate their activities, to varying degrees, in accordance with
the requirements of the PBRF. Decisions about where to pub-
lish, who to supervise, where and how to seek funding to support
research projects, and even what to investigate must, if academic
survival is to be ensured, be made with the PBRF in mind.
Nonetheless, provided we are, as Bauman might say,
appropriately modest in our aims — and the modesty here is
of one form only — we can continue to make precisely the
difference that matters most in the long run as far as the
university is concerned: through the art of teaching, some-
thing only mentioned in passing in Bridges’ chapter, we pass
on what we know, not just about subject matter (the
‘disciplines’) but about the multifaceted, difficult process of
enquiry (‘discipline’). In Education this point has special
significance, for our work is often with students who are, or
will be, in positions where they influence many other lives
(e.g., as school teachers or principals, or as tertiary educators,
or as counsellors and social workers). Inculcating a love of
enquiry for its own sake, as well as for its other many benefits,
leaves a permanent mark on those who are educated. Devel-
oping ‘discipline’ in the second sense suggested by Bridges
involves not just the learning of techniques for sound schol-
arly work but the formation of a certain kind of human being.
No matter how brutal the politics of neoliberalism may
be, there are still spaces within universities for being quietly
subversive in calling the structures that govern everyday life
into question. In fact, in New Zealand universities are
obliged under the Education Act 1989 (section 162) to fulfil
a role as ‘critic and conscience of society’. This can take a
number of forms, some of which are more visible and ‘dis-
ciplined’ than others. To foster, through teaching and super-
vision, intellectual dispositions such as curiosity, critical
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reflection, thoroughness and care, intellectual humility, a
willingness to listen and learn, and a searching, probing
investigative frame of mind is itself a radical intervention
in a neoliberal world. Disciplines, understood as organised
forms of knowledge, will continue to change over the next
few decades, and some will disappear altogether from uni-
versity curricula. Learning the art of disciplined enquiry will
remain a vital part of the domains of study that survive.
Gaining recognition beyond the academy for the value of
scholarly work will, in a market-driven world, be a much
harder battle to win.
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Hugh Lauder

Abstract

This chapter raises fundamental problems with the idea that disciplines comprise our key
epistemic categories. It argues that knowledge is comprised of our best theories at any
given time and their relationship to disciplines is complex. However disciplines do provide
a social context for the development and appraisal of theories. However, they are also
distinguished by power structures which make any straightforward appraisal of what may
constitute our best theories more difficult.

Keywords

Discplines « Theories « Power « Appraisal « Lakatos

Introduction

My problem with leaving theories to ‘free float’ independently
of disciplines is whether locating a field in its theories and the
institutions is enough.

Michael Young 9/7/2010, private communication

Michael Young’s comment identifies a fundamental tension
in how we understand the nature of disciplines in relation to
research in education. Are disciplines epistemic and social
entities, or do they act as a ‘support service’ for the devel-
opment of our best theories, understood as the vehicles for
our knowledge claims?

I welcome this opportunity to respond to the preceding
two contributions because in their respective ways they pro-
voke reflection on these two elements involved in the notion
of academic disciplines: first, how they are understood with
respect to epistemology, and as social communities that
provide the necessary social conditions for enquiry. David
Bridges (2013) has little to say about the former so I shall
start by focusing on this element because what is said about
the relationship of epistemology and academic disciplines
will create the framework for our understanding of the
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role of a discipline’s social community. Next, noting
that Peter Roberts (2013) points to the fragility of such social
communities when assaulted by a particular strand of neo-
liberalism, my contribution reframes the analysis of this
element on two fronts. First, as an insider/outsider from
Aotearoa/New Zealand, in concluding the piece I offer a
critical observation on the issues raised in Robert’s piece.
But before then, I sketch out how theory generation and
appraisal might be understood in ways that raise critical
questions about the robustness and persistence of particular
theories, including the resources and impetus for their devel-
opment and contestation, within research in education.

Epistemology and Academic Disciplines

For analytic purposes we can distinguish between at least
two positions regarding the relationship of epistemology to
academic disciplines. The first, represented most recently by
Michael Young (2008), suggests that disciplines are episte-
mic categories — that is, they generate testable knowledge
claims. By this is meant that the disciplines don’t just
‘house’ theories, but are constitutive of them.

An alternative account and the one I shall argue for is
that, following Haig (1987), in a post-empiricist world,
knowledge comprises our best theories at any given time.
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In this respect theories, as epistemic categories, are indepen-
dent of disciplines. We can see this by considering that
some of the work at the forefront of both natural and social
sciences involves theories that transgress disciplinary
boundaries. However, with Young (2008) I shall suggest
that the social context provided by disciplines is necessary
for the primary intellectual activities of developing, testing,
receiving and appraising theories.’

Of course there are many different ways of understanding
theories so let me begin by sketching a Lakatosian (1971)
account of well formed theories. For Lakatos, the heart of
theory is the ‘hard core’ or metaphysical world view that
acts as a heuristic in the development of testable theories.
Around this hard core is a protective belt which points in two
directions: it seeks to deflect attacks on it (negative heuristic)
and to provide methodological rules and hints to develop
explanations for anomalies that arise in the research
programme or theory (positive heuristic) understood as hav-
ing this structure. A progressive research programme, as
Lakatos termed these theories, has two elements, one theo-
retical and one empirical. In relation to the former a theory
or research programme is progressive if it can develop a
theory, consistent with the hard core that can explain the
anomalies that arise. The more the theory is extended the
more theoretically progressive it is. It becomes empirically
progressive when theoretical developments lead to the pre-
diction of new phenomena or ‘facts’. For the social sciences
such an emphasis on prediction will be rare and here the
focus should be on explanatory power.

Bhaskar (1979) provides a helpful account of explanatory
power in terms of explanatory breadth and depth. Breadth
refers to the range of phenomena that can be explained by
a theory, and depth as to whether a theory (for example, a
version of Marxism) can explain other theories such as Peter
Roberts’ description of neo-liberalism in New Zealand.
Where one theory can explain the advent or revival of
another, Bhaskar suggests we can explain the latter in
terms of political interest.

Now, since the hard core of a theory delineates a particular
world view which is mutually exclusive of other world views,
consider the contrast between neo-liberal and neo-Marxist
world views, the key intellectual tasks are to develop well
formed theories and to appraise them by comparing theories
or research programmes to see which is the most progressive.

My view is that these tasks are as applicable to the social
sciences as they are the natural. Indeed, although Lakatos
would have objected strongly to this argument, it seems that
some of the most politically powerful theories in the social
sciences are well formed theories in the Lakatosian sense:
consider neo-liberalism and its relative neo-classical

"It should be stressed that Young and I are much closer together on this
issue than we have previously been.
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economics (Hutchinson 1977), neo-Marxism (Harris 1979)
Behaviourism (Mackenzie 1977) or school effectiveness
research (Lauder et al. 1998). Note here that it is only the
last of these which does not transgress boundaries.

The Criteria for Judging Theories

Perhaps the most difficult intellectual task is that of
appraising theories. Firstly because, if we see theories as
having a life cycle — they are born, develop and die, then the
criteria by which we judge neophyte theories may be dif-
ferent from those more fully developed. Secondly, the
theoretical and empirical criteria by which research
programmes will be judged is a matter of debate. In part
this is because research programmes tend to have distinc-
tive ways of testing knowledge claims. For example, the
criteria for testing Behaviourist hypotheses such as whether
a rat in a maze can be trained (or ‘learn’) to run left rather
than right will be quite different from the tests administered
by a Piagetian cognitive psychologist. By the same token,
the evidence by which neo-liberals may judge the degree
of poverty suffered by populations may include whether
they have consumption goods like colour televisions.
In contrast, for neo-Marxists poverty will be seen as a
function of capitalism and will be related to the degree of
exploitation of those defined as in poverty.

One of the problems with Lakatos’ account is that he did
not describe how nascent theories developed into well
formed theories, although Haig (e.g., 1987, 1995, 2005) in a
series of papers has provided just such an account. In addi-
tion, and particularly pertinent for this paper is that Lakatos
did not develop a sociology of how some of the key issues
in the development of a research programme are addressed.
One is especially relevant in this context: it concerns an
epistemological problem first raised by Quine (1951) that
Lakatos understood: that theories are always underdeter-
mined by the evidence. In other words, that neither in the
natural or social sciences is it possible for evidence to dem-
onstrate the ‘truth’ of a theory. Given the difficulties of
accurate prediction in the social sciences, including the one
‘discipline’ that prides itself on prediction, neo-classical
economics, as we know from what is being called ‘the great
recession’, the difficulties posed by the under determination
of theory by evidence raises questions about the role of the
social structures of disciplines in the persistence of particular
research programmes. How is it, that when the evidence base
in the social sciences is not, typically, as strong as in some of
the natural sciences that particular research programmes,
such as neo-classical economics, persist? there are at least
two possibilities. The first is that young researchers are
trained into the language and orientations of the discipline.
The second is that theories and their supporting disciplines
in the social sciences, carry political perspectives. Bhaskar
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(1979) describes neo-classical economics as a praxiology,
namely a way of guiding policy makers, while failing to
challenge the fundamental tenets on which their policies are
based. The same analysis might apply to school effectiveness
research (Lauder et al. 1998).

Here there are two observations worthy of note. The first is
that the world view in the hard core will determine (understood
as limits and possibilities) the orientation taken towards eco-
nomic, social and political issues as reflection on the neo-
Marxist and neo-Liberal examples will make clear. However,
it is also the case that in some ‘disciplines’ such as, for
example, sociology of education, there is, at present, a disci-
plinary world view based on the concept of redemption
(Lauder et al. 2004). Most but not all researchers in this area
buy into the idea that by critiquing educational practices and
institutions some form of liberation may eventuate. Redemp-
tion has no logical relation to the discipline as it is currently
conceived, rather its relationship is one of presupposition and
it acts as a heuristic and inspiration. The question is why is
there a guiding world view in a subdiscipline like sociology of
education rather than embedded within theories or research
programmes? An answer is suggested by Bridges’ concern
with the plethora of theories and perspectives that have now
crowded into education and certainly characterise the sub-
discipline of sociology of education: namely that there are
many neophyte theories that have not well developed hard
cores. In this case it may be that redemption acts a form of
life support mechanism until a theory is sufficiently mature to
have a world view which is integral to it.

The second observation has to do with ‘training’
researchers which may include forms of identity formation
and in some cases something akin to indoctrination (see
Kuhn 1970). I am always struck when comments in seminars
are prefaced with ‘as a philosopher...” or ‘as an
economist...”. Well, this is certainly a form of identity
construction but as a Quinean, we may look upon such
statements with a degree of scepticism. When the
Australasian Marxist philosophers took on the ‘London
School’ inspired by Richard Peters and Paul Hirst with a
devastating critique they also attacked the view of philoso-
phy that was presupposed by the London School. It is signif-
icant that the majority of those Australasian philosophers
also turned to social theory because they did not consider
there was any difference between the work of philosophers
and those of social theorists.

The Role of Disciplines in a Post-empiricist
Account of Knowledge

What then is the role of disciplines in a post-empiricist
account of knowledge? In a formal epistemological sense
they are there to develop, test, appraise and receive theories.
The latter may need a comment. There are two points here.

49

New theories always require reception and acceptance at
whatever stage of a theory’s life cycle they are at. This is
particularly so when they have been imported from another
area or discipline — that is when they have transgressed
disciplinary boundaries.

In these respects they provide a critical community of, as
Bridges would have it, ‘arguers’. This suggests that the
community has been trained in a set of theories, methods,
ways of ‘testing’ theories, and of judging their respective
merits. But as Kuhn (1970) also noted upon such theories
are built the institutional infrastructures that constitute
academic careers. Here power and influence are tied into
the choice of theories that a discipline will entertain. This is
true of both natural and social sciences and it links to
Bourdieu’s (1993) notion of interests, where he under-
stands interests as the ‘specific investment in the stakes’
(p- 76) over which academics struggle. Interestingly he
defines this investment as both the condition and product
of the academic field. This is a sophisticated concept of
interest because it suggests, contrary to a neo-classical
economics view, that the notion of interests extends to the
identity of both institutions and individuals, where interests
may relate to careers but also to a belief in the theories that
researchers have invested in. The stakes in this sense are
high indeed because theoretical and career interests may
obscure the promise of nascent theories unless those that
have an investment in them are also politically astute. In the
natural sciences prediction may be a key step towards
the reception of a theory in ways which are not possible
in the social sciences. Nevertheless given the expense
relating to the ‘kit’ needed to test predictions in much of
the natural sciences a clear path needs to be forged in terms
of theory to bear the expense of testing, and that may also
take political acumen with a small ‘p’.

In a sense the social structures of disciplines and their
politics are closely related to issues of epistemology, and this
is probably more so in the social than the natural sciences.
Nevertheless, this does not preclude rational and spirited
debate as has been indicated here, there are epistemic criteria
by which theories can be judged although indeed there may
also be debate about these criteria. Firstly because data are
always theory impregnated, that is one of the reasons for
theories being undetermined by the evidence and the kind
of data considered a ‘test’ for Behaviourists is likely to be
different to that of socio-cultural theorists of learning;
secondly, because values may also be seen as having a
legitimate role to play in theory appraisal (Balarin 2008).

Not all theories aspire to being well formed in the
Lakatosian sense. Nevertheless a discussion of theories
with Lakatosian structures, which I take to be paradigmatic
of the best social science theories, including those in educa-
tion, may be one way of illuminating debate about the many
theories, that as Bridges notes, have crowded into educa-
tional research and their relationship to disciplines.
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Finally, let me say something about the situation in
Aotearoa/New Zealand. A few years ago I gave a paper at
an NZARE (New Zealand Association for Research in Edu-
cation) conference. At the end a former student commented
that ‘I had given a blast from the past’. I was puzzled. He
explained the kind of research I had undertaken was no
longer on the agenda, the focus for funding had, by and
large, become much more narrowly utilitarian. If this is
true then indeed it would be a reflection of the way
disciplines may be rendered close to extinction by a lack of
funding and support.
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Stefan Ramaekers

Abstract

In a science-based approach to educational research the pursuit of truth only emerges in
the form of a quest for evidence or ‘what works’. This chapter elaborates the idea that
educational research can hold a different relation to truth, c.q. a relation that takes seriously
Hough’s observation that educational researchers and practitioners are beings ‘whose
borders are indistinct, merging into the history of the culture that produced [us]’. It will
be argued that educational research should conceive of itself as being concerned about
precisely this condition if it is to be called educational. What is important in educational
research is not what researchers have to say ‘about’ education ‘to’ practitioners. Instead, the
educational researcher is someone who makes things educational instead of primarily, or
only, researching about education. Likewise, what is important in educational practice is
not what practitioners ‘learn from’ research ‘about’ education, but how this allows them to
undergo transformation. This (re)introduction of the subjective, the (re)emphasizing of the
researcher’s and the practitioner’s investment, does not signify an abdication of truth and
knowledge, but a fuller acknowledgement of human involvement in understanding the

world.
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Profession, by Isaac Asimov (1959), explores the dark side to
an educational system that centrally assigns professions to
those on the verge of their working lives. Taking place on
‘Education Day’, the process known as ‘taping’ downloads
the required knowledge to individuals via a computer/brain
interface. The taping is supposed to take account of the
physical make-up and suitability of each brain for one profes-
sion or another, as well as the quota requirements for each
profession. Every ‘Educated’ person becomes a ‘model’ after
their assigned specialty — notwithstanding the occasional
‘updating’ of the programming tapes, and the presumption
that this is how (every)one’s education is best achieved.
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Rebelling against the judgement that his brain is unfit for
any form of ‘Education’, (for which he is sent to what is
called the House of the Feeble-Minded), and that education
should proceed this way, later on in the tale we find the
protagonist, George Platen, in conversation with Ingenescu,
who identifies himself as — of all things — a social scientist:

George said, with sudden suspicion, “I thought you were a
Historian.”

“So I am.”

“Just now you said you were a Social Scientist.”

Ingenescu broke into loud laughter and apologized for it
when he could talk. “I’m sorry, young man, I shouldn’t laugh,
and I wasn’t really laughing at you. I was laughing at Earth and
its emphasis on physical science, and the practical segments of it
at that. I’ll bet you can rattle off every subdivision of construc-
tion technology or mechanical engineering and yet you're a
blank on social science.”

“Well, then what is social science?”

(Asimov 1959, pp. 54-5)
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It is not so much Ingenescu’s admirable effort to explain
thereafter what social science is that interests me in this
chapter, but the observation that some 50 years later, George’s
question still cannot be put to rest at least as far as the
educational sciences (or should we say, studies?) are
concerned. Even worse, the hierarchy between what Asimov
(or his character here, Ingenescu) opposes as physical science
and social science has not changed, particularly given the
scenario where the latter still seems to frame much of its
research methodology (quantitative, experimental design,
causal analysis) in the terms of the former. Even the recent
outburst of so-called ‘mixed methods’ in the social sciences,
which purportedly reconciles the qualitative and quantitative
‘paradigms’ and hence finally seems to be able to put a stop to
fruitless attempts to trump one over the other, cuts no ice.
For it is readily seen that the idea of mixed methods
requires a conceptualisation of qualitative research as being
a form of quantitative research with qualitative data, hence
minimalizing or even neutralizing the interpretive nature of
qualitative methods by subjecting it to standard demands
of reliability and validity. Reflecting on how educational
research has developed over the decades, Richard Smith
perceptively asks: ‘How might things look different if literary
criticism, rather than physics, was our paradigm of knowl-
edge? Or even if Darwin, rather than Newton, had been our
image of the scientist?” (2008, p. 195).

A 2005 special issue of the journal Educational Theory —
on (the possibility of) educational research as a science
entitled The Education Science Question: A Symposium —
illustrates the pervasiveness of concern about the demand
that educational research be ‘scientific’. The authors
contributing to this symposium take issue with the U.S.
National Research Council’s report, Scientific Research in
Education (2002), which is taken as seeking ‘to reinstate
experimental-quantitative methods as the “gold standard” of
educational science’ (Howe 2005, p. 236). This gold stan-
dard being, in the words of Biesta, ‘randomized controlled
field trials’, and thus with a strong emphasis on ‘causal
analysis by means of experimental research’ (2007, p. 3).
At stake is (the hegemony of) a ‘science-based educational
research, and its close cousin, evidence-based practice’
(Schwandt 2005, p. 285), or, as it has recently been
conceptualised, the ‘what works’-movement, or the ‘what
works’-way of thinking (for recent analyses and criticisms
see, for example, Smeyers and Depaepe 2006; Biesta 2007;
Bridges et al. 2008).

The attractiveness of this form of science-based educa-
tional research seems to lie in its offering no less than the
prospect of objectivity, even the certainty of knowledge, and
thus bringing the truth of the matter into the picture as an
attainable ideal. This stands in contrast with the supposed
subjectivity and uncertainty, and consequently arbitrariness
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and relativism, of non-scientific approaches. Of course,
secure foundations for belief and practice are very appealing
in uncertain times. We do not want to educate our children
on the basis of beliefs that could be false, or for which there
is no solid evidence, do we? Education, so it is often heard in
one or another version, ‘is too important to allow it to be
determined by unfounded opinion, whether of politicians,
teachers, researchers or anyone else’ (EBE Network’s Man-
ifesto for Evidence-Based Education, quoted in Biesta 2007,
p- 4). What seems to be worrying here then, on a more
existential level, is the charge that when researchers and
policy-makers turn to enquiry which is merely ‘subjective’
and hence ‘arbitrary’, there is no longer a place for truth in
the educational picture, and that this leaves educational
policy and practice without foundation or direction.

Richard Smith brings attention to two characteristic
features of modern philosophy that have played a rather
conclusive role in determining the outlook of contemporary
social science, and by extension, educational research. First,
he points to the idea ‘of research having an epistemological
basis’, implying ‘that epistemology is to be foundational’,
whereby epistemology is conceived of as ‘a traditional exam-
ination in terms of, for instance, justified true belief, or
the distinction between knowing how and knowing that’
(2008, p. 184). As Smith further points out, this goes hand
in hand with empiricism and the assumption ‘that the world is
to be scientifically known by agents separate and distinct from
it’ (ibid.). Second, he draws attention to the modernist preoc-
cupation with method, and with finding the right method,
even ‘a universal method for science’ (ibid.) as exemplified
by Francis Bacon and René Descartes (Smith’s examples,
ibid.; see also Smith 2006), such that truth can only be
discovered by using the right method. As is well-known, for
Descartes this was the mathematical method (cf. his ideal of
the mathesis universalis), but as is also sufficiently clear from
the history and the philosophy of science, the sciences did not
follow Descartes on this, and took a more empirical turn,
eventually leading to the empiricism Smith draws our atten-
tion to — the point nevertheless remaining that without
method, nothing of scientific value can be found.

Many reactions to the imposition of a ‘what works’
agenda are concerned with drawing attention to the
particularities of the complex interactions in the classroom
that science-based research methods cannot provide. It is
argued that when educational practice becomes defined and
regulated by reference to a very narrow conception of what
counts as evidence, something which goes to the heart of
education is lost; it is almost as if the educational itself has
been surgically removed from education. Next to the
analyses and criticisms already referred to, examples multi-
ply. Schwandt, for example, reminds his readers of what he
calls ‘the rough texture of educational practice’, which far
prior to ‘an ability to implement evidence-based curricula’ is
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in need of ‘simultaneous attention to the particulars of the
situation (that is, the particular student one is facing at this
time and in these circumstances) and to a host of
considerations having to do with values, interests, habits,
beliefs, traditions, and so forth that make decisions about
how best to educate (at least in a democracy) inveterately
untidy, contested, corrigible, and case-specific’ (2005,
p. 296). Oancea and Pring also draw attention to the
particularities of the situation in their examination of the
different kinds and strengths of evidence. Evidence, they
argue, is not something given, but needs to be balanced
and weighed, and the sources for such balancing and
weighing ‘lie in the large scale accounts of interventions,
in the understanding of social norms that shape personal
interpretation, in the experience of the teacher whose judg-
ment embraces the peculiarities of the situation and in the
voices of the learner whose own distinctive interpretation of
the classroom interactions gives particular meanings to the
events, quite different from those of teacher and policy
maker’ (2008, p. 33). For Biesta, evidence-based practice
presupposes a particular role of causality and a ‘separation
between the means and the ends’ of professional action
(2007, p. 9), neither of which cannot be just assumed in the
realm of education, for two reasons. With respect to the first,
‘the fact that education is not a process of physical interac-
tion but a process of symbolic or symbolically mediated
interaction’ (ibid., p. 8), and second, ‘the question as to
whether particular interventions are desirable’ (ibid., p. 9).
Ingenescu, Asimov’s character, seems to have already
implied similar things, when trying to explain to George
what the object of social science is:

But people aren’t machines. The professionals in physical sci-
ence work with machines. There is only a limited amount to
know about a machine and the professionals know it all. Fur-
thermore, all machines of a given sort are just about alike so that
there is nothing to interest them in any given individual
machine. But people, ah— They are so complex and so different
one from another that a Social Scientist never knows all there is
to know or even a good part of what there is to know. To
understand his own specialty, he must always be ready to
study people; particularly unusual specimens.

(Asimov 1959, p. 56)

It seems clear then that there is a dimension of education
that sits uneasily with a ‘quest for truth’ as conceived within
the so-called science-based approach to research as
exemplified by the ‘what works’ movement. There is not
much sense in asking whether values, interests and traditions
(such as a child’s trust in her mother’s or father’s love for
her, or her belief in God) are true or false in the sense
indicated. Yet there is obviously a sense in which educa-
tional research can be conceived as providing a ‘true under-
standing’ of these values, interest, habits, traditions — in the
sense of accurate insight into them. And there are different
kinds of ways in which truth is or might be understood and
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applied (for example, by way of ethnography or phenome-
nology). True understanding is needed, for example, to out-
line the part these values, interests, etc. play in particular
social or educational settings. But this is to be distinguished
from the ‘quest for truth’ as implicated in the current domi-
nant research paradigm. By contrast, in the ‘rough texture’
of educational practice, the main point of judgment lies in
categories such as appropriateness and inappropriateness,
the just and the unjust, the good and the bad.'

ES

But what is this ‘quest for truth’? It seems obvious to say
that educational research should pursue truth. In its most
extreme version this would come down to the idea, succinctly
summarized by Biesta, ‘that research will be able to give us
“the truth”, that “the truth” can be translated into rules for
action, and that the only thing practitioners need to do is to
follow these rules without any further reflection on or consid-
eration of the concrete situation they are in’ (2007, p. 11).
I guess — I hope — it will be hard to find someone subscribing
to such an extreme view. Nevertheless, no matter what
account or view is proposed — extreme, moderate or weak —
one might expect that in a Companion such as this the matter
will be debated according to some ‘classical’, textbook-like
questions analysing the standard definition of truth (S knows
that p, if and only if: S believes that p; p is true; and S is
justified in believing that p), such as ‘what, then, is truth?” and
‘what is knowledge?’, in a way similar to the questions raised
by the scholars referred to above (e.g. What is evidence?
What exactly does ‘what works’ mean? What is explanation?
...) I’'m not going to ask these kind of questions here, but
instead, start from a particular understanding of truth, and
proceed from there.

I approach the issue of truth(s) in educational research
through a Wittgensteinian conception of truth — a conception
unthinkable, as I will explain drawing on Stanley Cavell,
without an account of what is human to it, of how the
human is implicated in truth. My focus then will not be on
the truth(s) educational research has to offer us by means of
some methodology ratified by the scientific community, but
on the importance of what we (researchers as well as
practitioners) accept as true, of what counts as true. What is
important in educational research is not what researchers have
to say ‘about’ education ‘to’ practitioners, but their relation to
truth. In the same way, as I will try to explain, what is
important in educational practice is not what practitioners
‘learn from’ research ‘about’ education, but how this allows
them to undergo transformation. This (re)introduction of the
subjective, the (re)emphasizing of the researcher’s and the
practitioner’s investment, does not signify an abdication of
truth and knowledge, but a fuller acknowledgement of human

LCf. Cavell 2005, p. 120.
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involvement in understanding the world. Moreover it enables
us to see that the human relation to the world and others in it is
‘closer, or more intimate, than the ideas of believing and
knowing are made to convey’ (Cavell 1996a, p. 257; see
also Smith 2008).

If truth is something that is not sensibly conceivable
without a reference to human involvement, then, in a
sense, the dominant conception of educational research,
with its focus on evidence and ‘what works’ (as briefly
sketched above), does not seem to relate to truth. First,
there does not seem to be a concern for truth. That is to
say, truth seems to be, in the current conceptualizations of
educational research, a non-issue in the sense that it is not
put into question (or stronger: not even considered necessary
to put into question) that what one is in pursuit of, is, truth,
i.e. by delivering ‘what works’. Talk of results and outcomes
has prevalence over any serious engagement with truth(s) to
be pursued in educational research to the effect that this, in a
sense, has made the concept of truth irrelevant. Second, the
very understanding of educational research as a science-
based approach set on evidence-based practice presupposes
the familiar epistemological and ontological assumptions
that construe a human being’s relation to the world as one
of observer to observed, and hence of truth as something
external to that human being. Third, those who seek to
challenge the science-based what works approach arguing
that such research cannot capture the culturally and socially
situated, subjective, messy contingent reality of the educa-
tional context, continue to frame their research within a
discourse of research design and methodology that does
not involve a shift in relation to particular truths.

My claim here that educational research, in its dominant
conceptualization, does not relate to truth is not to contest
that what is delivered by educational research in the form of
‘what works’ is in some straightforward sense ‘not true’.
Rather, I am emphasizing that educational research can hold
a different relation to truth — a relation that takes into account
the observation that as educational researchers and as
practitioners we are beings ‘whose borders are indistinct,
merging into the history of the culture that produced [us]’
(Hough 1997, p. 101) — and should conceive of itself as
being concerned about precisely this condition if it is to be
called educational. This will require a shift of focus — a shift
from discovering something ‘out there’ to a particular kind
of attention, from a focus on delivering research results to a
conception of delivering as speaking in a rich sense of the
word, from registering ‘what is’ to professing.”

2 This is, as will be clear to some readers, not something new. Some-
thing like this has already been argued for drawing, for example, on
Foucault’s concept of care for the self (for example, Simons et al. 2005;
Standish 2002; Masschelein 2006). I'm merely approaching the same
issue from a different direction.
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The human involvement in truth, this intimacy, or close-
ness, other than knowing, is found in Wittgenstein’s idea of
agreement in judgments. Wittgenstein defines truth in terms
of human agreement:

‘So you are saying that human agreement decides what is true
and false?’—It is what human beings say that is true and false;
and they agree in the language they use. That is not agreement in
opinions but in form of life.

If language is to be a means of communication there must be
agreement not only in definitions but also (queer as this may
sound) in judgments.

(Wittgenstein 1953, ##241-242)

This is not to be understood as ‘mere human’ agreement
(hence not real, or really true, or objective). Put otherwise, it
is a misunderstanding of Wittgenstein to conceive of this as a
kind of constructivism, or even as some kind of
contractualism, which takes agreement as meaning agree-
ment ‘about’ something, at the same time implying that what
one agrees ‘about’ can be fairly easily altered. Wittgenstein
means something else, when he says that human beings
agree in forms of life, in judgments, as Cavell argues:

The idea of agreement here is not that of coming to or arriving at
an agreement on a given occasion, but of being in agreement
throughout, being in harmony, like pitches or tones, or clocks, or
weighing scales, or columns of figures. That a group of human
beings stimmen in their language iiberein says, so to speak, that
they are mutually voiced with respect to it, mutually attuned top
to bottom.

(Cavell 1979, p. 32)

Agreement is not a matter of convention, or of mere con-
vention, for as Cavell puts this, ‘no current idea of “conven-
tion” could seem to do the work that words do’ (Cavell 1979,
p. 31). Taking Wittgensteinian agreement to literally imply
‘convention’ suggests that people come together, decide on a
bunch of issues, and then go their different ways, acting as
they have agreed — as in having closed a contract. Rather,
Cavell argues ‘agreement’ is used here to convey the nature of
a human being’s initiation into a community. The force of this
differentiates coming to agree about things in community
from a Wittgensteinian entering into agreements ‘that were
in effect before our participation in them’ (Cavell 1988, p. 40).
It points to ‘a background of pervasive and systematic
agreements among us, which we had not realized, or had not
known we realize’ (Cavell 1979, p. 30). The normativity, the
constitutive power, of these agreements should, therefore, not
be underestimated. A group of individuals does not decide or
construct what is normative. Rather, individuals grow into
normativity.

What should not be confused is the difference between a
community collectively sustaining normative practices and a
collection of individuals constructing normative procedures.
Wittgenstein speaks of this normativity as ‘the hardness of the
soft’ (Wittgenstein 1961, p. 44e). By this he means to convey
that what seems at the outset to be rather ‘soft’, i.e. merely
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human agreements, as in cultural and social accretions, lin-
guistic valuations, something which we can (supposedly)
oppose to the hard data of biology, of genetic destiny,” is in
fact deeply constitutive of the way we see, think and feel
about the world. Wittgensteinian agreements are, we could
say, embodied. As agreements they are not articulated; rather,
they show themselves in what we say and do, in how we speak
and act, in how we feel. Cavell expresses this by suggesting
that our human nature is culture (Cavell 1979, pp. 110-11).

Nietzsche expresses the embodiedness of one’s inheri-
tance thus: ‘... behind feelings there stand judgments and
evaluations which we inherit in the form of feelings
(inclinations, aversions)’ (1982, #35). Being initiated into
particular practices, as coming to enter into a totality of
agreements in judgments, is acknowledging that valuations
become part of us in the shape of feelings. Education as
initiation is coming to feel in a particular ways, it involves not
so much in-corporation as perhaps rather something like a
process of em-bodying.

The passivity implied here is simultaneously accompanied
by a certain kind of activity. The idea that human beings
grow into normativity can be expressed by saying that
Wittgensteinian agreements are (already) accepted. This
points to the indelible human investment in this agreement
in judgments. The latter are collectively upheld by and in
a particular community of competent language speakers.
There is, then, an indispensible human contribution to
Wittgensteinian agreements, not in the sense of ‘something
subjective’ tainting (and hence removable from) the objective,
or the true, or the real, but in the sense that if this human
investment were cut off, there would no longer be something
we could call objective, true or real. In terms of the standard
definition of truth [S knows that p, if and only if: S believes that
p; pis true; and S is justified in believing that p], whatever it is
that S believes, p being true is a matter of (non-conventional)
agreement in judgments. This is no different for adapted
accounts, such as that offered by Cuypers, which ‘invoke[s]
the Popperian notion of verisimilitude or truthlikeness in the
analysis of knowledge’ (Cuypers 2003, p. 177):

S fallibly knows that h, if and only if:

1. S believes that h is truthlike

2. h is truthlike, and

3. S is justified in believing (i.e. has good reasons for
claiming) that h is more truthlike than its rivals on avail-
able evidence.

What is ‘truthlike’, or counts as ‘available evidence’, falls
under the Wittgensteinian account of truth or falsity, i.e.
being a matter of agreement in judgments. Hammersley’s
account provides a good example of this fallibilist, non-

3T am drawing on a passage from Sheridan Hough (1997, p. 13) here.
Hough uses this line of argument on Nietzsche, but I find it applies
equally well to Wittgenstein.
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foundationalist understanding of knowledge: ‘We should’,
he argues, ‘treat “knowledge” as referring to what we take to
be beyond reasonable doubt’ (2004, p. 70, emphasis added).
The relevance of ‘what we take to be’, as opposed to talk of
‘what is’, should be clear. ‘Evidence’ does not cut deeper
than agreement in this Wittgensteinean sense.

%

The following five examples of educational research now
progressively illustrate a relation of human being to the
world and to others that is more intimate or closer than can
be captured in terms of ‘belief” and ‘knowledge’, and
thereby show that educational research can hold a different
relation to truth.

First, we can consider Jane O’Dea’s argument for a rap-
prochement between literature and research. She opposes
‘empirical quantitative truth’ with what she calls ‘artistic
literary truth’ (1994, p. 162), arguing that this is the type of
truth educational researchers, or at least those engaged in
narrative research, should pursue. What is so particular to
this artistic literary truth is that it conveys, O’Dea argues
(quoting Weitz), ‘limited and partial claims about certain
phenomena’ (O’Dea 1994, p. 163). ‘Such partial claims’, she
continues, ‘leave room for the irreducible complexity of the
world while yet offering penetrating insights as to our expe-
rience of it’ (ibid.). The kind of claims O’Dea is referring to
are encountered when we read novels. These are the claims,
O’Dea says, ‘that strike us as startlingly “true”, strike us as
accurate, compelling if incomplete renditions of common
lived experiences’ (1994, p. 164). That she puts ‘true’
between inverted commas is important. It indicates, I take
it, that these claims are not true in the sense of backed up by
overwhelming evidence, or truthlike in the Popperian sense,
but are true in the sense that not understanding them, not
grasping them, is tantamount to not understanding some-
thing important about the human condition.

The truth status of such claims is also connected to a
particular kind of writing. When writing, novelists express
the way they understand the world, the way they make sense
of the world, or the world makes sense to them. In this sense,
the novelist, with each stroke of her pen, puts herself at risk, or
at least exposes herself, instead of cutting off her own subjec-
tivity, as doing so would block a real understanding of the
world. (I will come back to this later.) In as much as educa-
tional researchers are asked to do something similar to this —
O’Dea connects the idea of artistic literary truth with a concept
of authenticity as truthfulness and honesty — then this is clearly
far removed from the contemporary obsession with research
methodology within which the activity of doing research is
made researcher-proof (see Smith 2003, p. 133). That this
seems to abolish disinterested knowledge is not at issue here.
AsTunderstand O’Dea, her concern is not so much with an idea
of educational research that cultivates the connection between
disinterested knowledge and technology (i.e. offering
techniques which work), as with the educational researcher



56

who tries to offer insights, tries to offer practitioners a way to
probe their deepest concerns.

Secondly, Richard Smith can be regarded as taking this a
step further, advocating what he calls ‘Romantic research’ in
education (2008, p. 191) — for taking ‘Romanticism seri-
ously as a form of research’ (p. 186) — and he does so
explicitly to advance a form of research that can be ‘a live
alternative to method-based research as it is commonly
understood’ (p. 193). Smith presents Romantic educational
research as an investigation of the human condition as it is
inherently linked with education (in a broad sense of the
word). In line with Romanticism understood as a critical
response to modernity, the emphasis in ‘Romantic research’
lies on whatever offers itself as a new possibility and on the
creative (versus the systematic) (cf. pp. 188-9). To illustrate
this, Smith undertakes an ‘interpretation of a poem
containing some characteristically Romantic themes’,
William Wordsworth’s ‘The World is Too Much With Us’
(p- 189). Central to his interpretation is his taking the poem
‘as a piece of research’ (p. 190), which allows him to say that
a poem can be like an investigation of the human condition,
and thus that the text of the poem is the poet’s findings
(ibid.). Though (rightfully) cautious about giving the impres-
sion of invoking some kind of criterion for establishing it,
Smith argues that we can have confidence in a poem (in a
poem’s investigation), or for that matter ‘in any particular
imaginative text that appeals to our feelings’ (ibid.), and
finds that confidence to lie whenever

we are moved by a sense of truthfulness to how things are, in a

way that is not a matter of simply being intellectually moved,

but moved by the truthfulness of what we read to our own
experience[.] (pp. 190-1)

By arguing for ‘Romantic research’, then, Smith explicitly
wishes to oppose the assumption that ‘the modernist, scien-
tific — and systematic — way of thinking [...] is the single
legitimate form of thinking, or indeed that there is just any
one, hegemonic, kind of educational research’ (p. 192). He is
concerned to stress that research is truly educational when
offering insights that might help the reader ‘see something she
has not seen before’ (p. 194). Smith suggests that this possi-
bility also lies within, for example, novels and films (ibid.).
Take, for example, the two poetry teachers in the film, Dead
Poets Society: the teacher played by Robin Williams and the
teacher who replaces him after he has been fired. The issue
turns around how to read poetry. The latter teacher uses the
reading method, following it line by line, step by step, as it is
printed in the first chapter of the textbook — a reading method,
I take it, which is approved by the scientific community (after
all, it is printed in a college textbook), most likely has proven
its merit (it makes ‘knowing poetry’ measurable on
standardized tests), and which forms the kind of reliable
answer teachers want to be guided by during the dangerous
undertaking that is called the teaching of poetry. The other
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teacher, played by Robin Williams, also starts by reading the
first lines of the textbook, then, however, proclaims the
method to be rubbish, asks his students to rip the chapter out
of the book, and shifts the focus of reading poetry, we could
say, from method to feeling, to sensibility, to the heart, to
passion — and then exemplifies that by passionately talking
about and reading poetry.

Is this a better approach? (In the film, of course it is. But
that is not the point.) Actually, it is the wrong question,
because it leads one to ask what the assessment outcomes
are with this approach. And doubly so, for what has hap-
pened here is not primarily something that has to do with the
‘method’ of reading and being taught poetry and what evi-
dence there is of its effectiveness. Robin Williams’ teacher
has left the path of truth and established knowledge, so it
seems, but he has done so not to embark upon a journey with
‘mere beliefs’, but to embark upon a journey of inspiration —
and that, as seems to be forgotten, is also educational.

Thirdly, like O’Dea and Smith, Robert Stake and Dale
Kerr also pursue the analogy between research and art, but
this time through the example of the paintings of René
Magritte. They draw on Magritte’s understanding of his
paintings — not so much as expressing ideas but rather as
having the power to create them — to suggest that ‘Research
can be designed so that as much as its power to express
conclusions is its power to stimulate thinking’ (Stake and
Kerr 1995, p. 56). This is not an open pathway to relativism:
rather it is an acknowledgement of the fact that research
conclusions are inevitably interpreted in particular ways by
particular practitioners. Instead of deploring this (and put-
ting more and more effort into the making of teaching,
teacher-proof), Stake and Kerr propose facing this challenge
directly and therefore setting educational researchers the
task of ‘restructuring [the forms of their research] with the
service of meaning-makers in mind: the readers, the
practitioners, the policy setters, the people’ (p. 60). In simple
terms, educational practitioners do not just mechanically
apply techniques based on research findings. Application
of research findings involves all the sensitive attunements
to a particular context similar to those a child has to appro-
priate for saying something is a ball, or is difficult, or joyful.
And as with O’Dea, the interest here is not primarily ‘what
is” and its technological derivation ‘what works’, but, as
Stake and Kerr put this, ‘what is worth pondering’ (p. 61).
Shifting attention to this can be done in many ways. For
Stake and Kerr, ‘The able researcher draws attention to
expectations and assumptions, shocking the reader out of
complacency’ (p. 57).

Fourthly, by way of which we can return to the opening of
the chapter and the initial discussion, Bent Flyvbjerg (2001)
explicitly contrasts the place and tasks of social science and its
research with those of the natural sciences. In Making Social
Science Matter, Flyvbjerg goes against the dominant tendency
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to conceive social science as a science in the way of the natural
sciences and reiterates the well-known idea that social science
should occupy a place of its own,* by trying to show that the
current comparison between social and natural sciences in
terms of epistemic qualities is misfiring, and that ‘the social
sciences are strongest where the natural sciences are weakest’
(p- 3). For Flyvbjerg this is the place (or domain, or level) of
‘reflexive analysis and discussion of values and interests,
which is the prerequisite for an enlightened political, eco-
nomic, and cultural development in any society’ (ibid.).
Flyvbjerg’s way into this is the Aristotelian notion of
phronesis, a development and understanding of which will
help him ‘restore social science to its classical position as a
practical, intellectual activity aimed at clarifying the problems,
risks, and possibilities we face as humans and societies, and
at contributing to social and political practice’ (p. 4) — hence
his penchant for the phrases ‘phronetic social science’ and
‘phronetic research’. That these differ from a search for
unequivocally verified knowledge should be clear. Rather,
phronetic research should develop answers to questions such
as ‘Where are we going?’, ‘Is this desirable?’, and ‘What
should be done?’ (see, for example, p. 61). Phronetic
researches do not generate techniques that work, but, more
modestly and more adapted to social context, they provide
‘input to the ongoing social dialogue about the problems and
risks we face and how things may be done differently’ (see, for
example, pp. 61 and 139). As with the other examples men-
tioned, we see here the same reflexive move being made,
emphasising the relevance of the interests of the practitioner.
As I understand Flyvbjerg, conclusions as to what has to be
done, or ‘what works’, are not drawn by social researchers, nor
do they make decisions. Such conclusions are drawn and such
decisions made (that is, reliable answers are given) in and after
the public debate that has (hopefully) been aroused, instigated
by what the researcher has had to offer. In terms of educational
research, the reliable answers that teachers and policy makers
are (said to be) looking for are not (and cannot be) offered
ready-to-hand by the educational researcher. Rather, what is
offered is the possibility of dialogue; what is delivered is a
contribution to dialogue and praxis; what is implied is that
reliability is not a straightforward empirical matter.

Finally, we can note that the ‘discourse-based educational
research’ proposed by Maggie MacLure seems to work
along similar lines to both Flyvbjerg as well as the earlier
examples: on the boundaries or margins of and between
research, literature and reflexivity. MacLure’s focus is on
the discourses employed in education and in educational
research, and on how these discourses work. Discourse-
based educational research ‘would set itself the work of

4Cf. Peter Winch’s (1958) The Idea of a Social Science, for the basic
contours of this ‘place of its own’.
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taking that which offers itself as commonsensical, obvious,
natural, given or unquestionable, and trying to unravel it a bit
— to open it up to further questioning’ (MacLure 2003, p. 9).
For example, it appears to be the case that an appeal to the
real is made when relevance is at issue, or stronger yet, in
order to invoke relevance, hence creating an opposition to
what is not real, or merely constructed, and hence not rele-
vant. The interest of discourse-oriented educational research
is not to determine what is ‘really real’, by, for instance,
discerning what is real from what is merely constructed or
rhetorical. Rather, MacLure argues, it ‘would be immensely
interested in how appeals to “real teachers” and “real
worlds” work as rhetorical power-plays that try to install
some version of reality by disqualifying others’ (p. 12). As1
have argued elsewhere (Ramaekers 2002), it is vital not to
close one’s investigative gaze too soon, not to close one’s
eyes to what is not sought by one’s investigative procedures.
I tend to see such research as a form of consciousness-raising
about the discourse used, and hence about the kind of reality
evoked by using it. What it demands of the (educational)
researcher can be expressed as an ability to adopt a certain
distance towards — which is perhaps more aptly put as a
cultivating a certain kind of sensibility to — the discourses
in which her research is couched.

MacLure draws our attention to, for example, ‘the demand
... that research writing should be “lucid”, “readily under-
stood”’, one should ‘keep to the correct length, renounce
style, flourish, and so on’ (MacLure 2003, p. 114). For
MacLure this demand is connected to a particular kind of
understanding of language and of how it gives us access to the
world. ‘We have become accustomed’, she argues, ‘to think-
ing of the supposedly plainer (puritanical) versions as closer
to the truth, more innocent, or at least more appropriate for
research purposes’ (p. 115). Going a little further we may well
ask why categorisations of educational problems ‘work’, not
least in the sense of giving those confronted with the problems
some peace of mind. Undeniably, there is the feeling of being
acknowledged in one’s personal suffering, but that is only one
of the intricate ways in which categorisations and labels
operate. For example, learning disabilities such as dyslexia
or non-verbal learning disorder are not just discovered ‘out
there’, but are intimately intertwined with a particular kind of
society at a particular kind of developmental level, with
particular needs and the particular demands it makes of its
inhabitants. In this sense, these learning disabilities do a
particular kind of work. Drawing attention to the kind of
work they do could, for example, reveal that we live in a
society that is not able to deal with failure. (This is not to deny
the children’s suffering — undeniably that is real; on the
contrary, their suffering is the very point here.)

*

The examples of educational research in the previous
section (and similar such accounts) expose the sort of
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questions educational researchers and practitioners ask — or
are nowadays strongly inclined to ask — as expressions of a
longing for the redemption of their educational investments.
What these accounts bring to the fore and the way in which
this is done fits ill with any attempt at framing in terms of
evidence and ‘what works’. Our attention is drawn to deeper
questions concerning, for example, society’s expectations
about education, and our own expectations and demands as
parents, teachers, researchers. This also means that these
examples of educational research exemplify a different rela-
tion to truth in the sense that what is emphasized is the
question, what counts as true, as desirable, as good. Contrary
to what this might suggest, this is not an open invitation for
unbridled relativism, but brings into view the ethical
embeddedness of educational practice, and brings educa-
tional research back into the kind of deliberation that Cavell
sees as turning around the appropriate and the inappropriate,
the just and the unjust, the good and the bad.

What is pivotal here is a different understanding of the
educational researcher, and of the primordial task of the
educational researcher. The educational researcher is some-
one who makes things educational instead of primarily, or
only, researching on or about education.” What the educa-
tional researcher does is not aptly captured by some idea of
delivering research results. Or better yet, there is a kind of
responsibility connected to doing educational research, or to
being an educational researcher, that is only minimally cap-
tured by the idea of delivering research results. Rather, the
kind of responsibility implied here has more to do with seeing
educational research as profession, as a form of professing.
Drawing on Derrida, Standish argues that ‘the idea of profes-
sion requires something tantamount to a pledge, to the freely
accepted responsibility to profess the truth’ (2002, p. 15). In
Derrida’s idiom the commitment to truth implied in the act of
professing is expressed as an openness to what is called the
event. As a way of illustrating this, Standish (helpfully) gives
the example of literary studies — an example which, I find, can
be applied to educational research, at least in the context in
which I am discussing this here:

Concretely, in the case of literary studies, the work of the critic

is not just a response to works of art but is itself a work, where

work is something that adds somehow to the world and at the

same time invokes new thoughts.
(Standish 2002, p. 16)

In an important sense, educational research is akin to
what Standish describes here as literary studies: sometimes
it opens perspectives unforeseen, sometimes it is a bit uto-
pian, sometimes critical (in a perhaps ordinary sense of the
word) — but it always invites one to think.

5This particular phrasing was inspired by a paper by Ilse Geerinck
(2008).
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Crucially, in this kind of research work, that is, understood
as a form of professing, we see echoes of our first example in
that the educational researcher puts herself at stake, or put
differently, exposes herself. To profess, as a form of speaking
in a rich sense of the word, is to assume responsibility for the
words one uses, and is accordingly a form of exposition, of
exposing oneself (one’s self).® For in the act of professing, the
one professing gives expression to her understanding of the
world, of oneself, and of others in the world; voices what she
takes to be meaningful, true; and hence it entails risks, such as
the risk of being misunderstood by others, of others being
misunderstood by her, of not saying enough, or of saying too
much. This is not necessarily to be taken as something nega-
tive. For one thing, it is precisely what is entailed in
acknowledging the human involvement (cf. above) in under-
standing the world, and in what it means to express this
understanding. Put more concretely, what it could mean is
that educational research can perhaps be considered as the
moment at which we — we, that is, as researchers as well as
practitioners — are invited to investigate ourselves, or let our-
selves be investigated. Educational research is, then, some-
thing that invites to ask the question ‘Where do we find
ourselves?’’ — the answer to the question being an investiga-
tion of the borders of our being in this world, an investigation
of how we are merged into the history of the culture that
produced us (cf. above, quotation from Hough), or in a more
Wittgensteinian idiom, of our agreements in judgments, our
‘conventions’, our culture’s criteria (cf. Cavell 1979, p. 125
example). This (re)turn to (what can be called) the existential
level can be taken as an occasion to reorient ourselves as
parents, or as teachers, or as researchers, and hence also the
beginning of a reorientation of the community we take our-
selves to be representatives of.*

® Cavell addresses the theme of exposition in (for example), Conditions
handsome and unhandsome (1990).

"Emerson, quoted in Cavell 1996b, p. 66.

8 This kind of educational research has also been described, with
reference to Foucault, by Simons et al. (2005). Educational research
as critical research should, they argue, ‘no longer be related to a
guarding, judging, legitimizing, monitoring, saving or securing posi-
tion, but to an ‘experimental’ praxis and attitude which is not concerned
with ‘legitimisation’ [...] and with defining or defending a ‘position’,
but with ‘experience’, with experience in the literal sense of ‘what is
happening to us’ (p. 827). Understood in this way, educational research
has to do with ‘a limit-attitude, an attitude of susceptibility to the limits
of the present’ (ibid.). The critical researcher thus understood finds
herself in what they call ‘an uncomfortable ex-position’ (ibid.) —
uncomfortable because what is at stake in this kind of research is both
the given order and one’s position in that order (cf. ibid., p. §28). In
ways comparable to what I try to argue for here, the critical researcher,
Simons et al. argue for, offers research of a kind that functions as an
invitation — research that invites us to ‘offer insight, not at the episte-
mological level [. . .], but at the ethical or existential level, i.e. the level
of how we relate to ourselves, to others, and the world’ (ibid., p. 829).
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*

Towards the end of Profession, George is speaking to
someone about learning through books and their discussion,
rather than through the so-called education tapes that are run
through someone’s brain.

George said tensely, “Don’t think this is a joke. Tapes are
actually bad. They teach too much; they’re too painless.
A man who learns that way doesn’t know how to learn any
other way. He’s frozen into whatever position he’s been taped.
Now if a person weren’t given tapes but were forced to learn by
hand, so to speak, from the start; why, then he’d get the habit of
learning, and continue to learn. Isn’t that reasonable? Once he
has the habit well developed he can be given just a small amount
of tape-knowledge, perhaps, to fill in gaps or fix details. Then he
can make further progress on his own. [...]

(Asimov 1959, p. 62)

The person he is speaking to is sceptical about all this,
enquiring where one would get one’s knowledge if not from
tapes. George continues:

“From books. By studying [e.g.] the instruments themselves. By
thinking.”

“Books? How does
education?”

“Books are in words. Words can be understood for the most
part. Specialized words can be explained by the technicians you
already have.”

one understand books without

On the one hand, there are Asimov’s tapes, representing
fixed procedures and ready-to-hand knowledge that freeze
one into a position, and on the other, books, invoking the
necessity to think, relying on the capacity for creative thought
and coming up with new things. Educational research can be
undertaken and understood as either. My burden throughout
this chapter has clearly aligned with George’s preference, in
Asimov’s allegorical description of the options for Education.
In the same way as a reader has to do something with a book —
that is, a book’s meaning is not just there, ready-to-hand;
rather, a book gets its full meaning only from a reader’s
engagement with it — educational research can be offered as
something that invites us to probe for further meaning, and
meaning-making. And in the same way as a book can change
both the writer and the reader, educational research can
change both researcher and practitioner. The kind of change
involved is not to be understood as an increase in knowledge,
or as an ‘increase of learning’9 (hence, again, controllable,
easily teachable, conveyable), but what could be called a
‘transformation of existence’.'® It is not so much, in
Masschelein’s words, ‘that we have more experience and
more knowledge, but that we are changed, that we have
become someone else, that we relate differently to the world
and that we can no longer value what was before’
(Masschelein 2006, p. 571). It is the sort of transformation

° Concept borrowed from Cavell 2005, p. 122.
" Ibid.
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that is entailed in, for example, an answer to (or a thoughtful
pause regarding) the question of what happens to us when we
have understood those ‘artistic literary truths’ O’Dea speaks
of, or what happens to us when we become aware of the kind
of language or discourse that is used to communicate our
understanding of the world to others. Educational research
is having ‘one’s estimate of the worth of existence’ (Cavell
2005, p. 121) — its truth, our truth — shaken.!!

Acknowledgements This chapter is a revised and elaborated version
of arguments previously published in the Journal of Philosophy of
Education. See Ramaekers 2006 — copyright, author’s.

Note on Contributor

Stefan Ramaekers is Assistant Professor at the Centre for
Philosophy of Education, Katholieke Universiteit Leuven.
He teaches philosophy of education and qualitative/interpre-
tative educational research methods. His primary research
interests are scepticism in educational theory and practices,
Nietzsche, Wittgenstein and Cavell, and the ways in which
scepticism is implicated in the human condition. During
recent years his research has concentrated on a critical
investigation of the changing discourses of parenting (in
collaboration with J. Suissa of the Institute of Education,
University of London).

References

Asimov I (1959) Nine tomorrows. Fawcett Crest, New York

Biesta G (2007) Why “what works” won’t work: evidence-based prac-
tice and the democratic deficit in educational research. Educ Theory
57(1):1-22

Bridges D, Smeyers P, Smith R (eds) (2008) ‘Evidence-based educa-
tional policy’: what evidence? What basis? Whose policy? Wiley
Blackwell, Oxford

Cavell S (1979) The claim of reason: Wittgenstein, skepticism, moral-
ity, and tragedy. Oxford University Press, New York

Cavell S (1988) In quest of the ordinary: lines of skepticism and
romanticism. The University of Chicago Press, Chicago

Cavell S (1990) Conditions handsome and unhandsome: the constitu-
tion of Emersonian perfectionism. The University of Chicago Press,
Chicago

Cavell S (1996a) The ordinary as the uneventful. In: Mulhall S (ed) The
Cavell reader. Blackwell Publishers, Oxford, pp 253-259

Cavell S (1996b) Contesting tears: the Hollywood melodrama of the
unknown woman. The University of Chicago Press, Chicago

Cavell S (2005) Philosophy the day after tomorrow. The Belknap Press
of Harvard University Press, London

Cuypers SE (2003) The concept of truth in educational theory. In:
Smeyers P, Depaepe M (eds) Beyond empiricism: on criteria for
educational research. Leuven University Press, Leuven, pp 167-179

Flyvbjerg B (2001) Making social science matter: why social inquiry
fails and how it can succeed again. Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge

"1 would like to thank Naomi Hodgson for her close reading of an
earlier version of this chapter, and Michel Salu for introducing me to
the writings of Asimov.



60

Geerinck I (2008) A portrait of the teacher-as-prostitute. Public as ‘free
for use’. Paper presented at the conference ‘education as a matter of
public concern’, Centre for Philosophy of Education, Leuven, 28
Nov 2008

Hammersley M (2004) Get real! A defense of realism. In: Piper H,
Stronach I (eds) Educational research: difference and diversity.
Ashgate, Aldershot, pp 59-78

Hough S (1997) Nietzsche’s noontide friend. The self as metaphorical
double. The Pennsylvania State University Press, University Park

Howe RK (2005) The education science question: a symposium. Educ
Theory 55(3):235-243

MacLure M (2003) Discourse in educational and social research. Open
University Press, Buckingham

Masschelein J (2006) Experience and the limits of governmentality.
Educ Philos Theory 38(4):561-576

National Research Council (2002) Scientific research in education.
National Academy Press, Washington

Nietzsche F (1982) Daybreak: thoughts on the prejudices of morality
(trans: Hollingdale RJ). Cambridge University Press, Cambridge

O’Dea J (1994) Pursuing truth in narrative research. J Philos Educ 28
(2):161-171

Oancea A, Pring R (2008) The importance of being thorough: on
systematic accumulations of ‘what works’ in education research.
J Philos Educ 42(Supplementary issue):15-39

Ramaekers S (2002) Postmodernism: a ‘sceptical’ challenge in educa-
tional theory. J Philos Educ 36(4):629-651

S. Ramaekers

Ramaekers S (2006) No harm done: the implications for educational
research of the rejection of truth. J Philos Educ 40(2):241-257
Schwandt TA (2005) A diagnostic reading of scientifically based
research for education. Educ Theory 55(3):285-305

Simons M, Masschelein J, Quaghebeur K (2005) The ethos of critical
research and the idea of a coming research community. Educ Philos
Theory 37(6):817-832

Smeyers P, Depaepe M (eds) (2006) Educational research: why ‘what
works’ doesn’t work. Springer, Dordrecht

Smith R (2003) Research and revelation: what really works? In:
Smeyers P, Depaepe M (eds) Beyond empiricism: on criteria for
educational research. Leuven University Press, Leuven, pp 129-140

Smith R (2006) As if by machinery: the levelling of educational
research. J Philos Educ 40(2):51-62

Smith R (2008) Proteus rising: re-imagining educational research.
J Philos Educ 42(Supplementary issue):183—-198

Stake R, Kerr D (1995) René Magritte, constructivism, and the
researcher as interpreter. Educ Theory 45(1):55-61

Standish P (2002) Disciplining the profession: subjects subject to
procedure. Educ Philos Theory 34(1):5-23

Winch P (1958) The idea of a social science and its relation to philoso-
phy. Routledge, London

Wittgenstein L (1953) Philosophische Untersuchungen [Philosophical
investigations] (trans: Anscombe GEM). Basil Blackwell, Oxford

Wittgenstein L (1961) Notebooks (trans: Anscombe GEM). Basil
Blackwell, Oxford, pp 19141916



Stijn Mus

Abstract

Ramaekers provides a strong argument to go beyond a ‘what works’ approach, pointing out
that for educational research to be truly educational, a more engaged commitment to truth is
essential. In this piece, I explore how we might conceive the truth of educational research in
relation to our agreement in judgements, and thus, the implications of this work in helping
transform our sense of responsiveness and responsibility as writers and readers of educational
research. Elaborating on the conceptualisation of truth in terms of agreement in judgements, it
is argued that educational research is constitutive rather than descriptive. Educational research
redefined along these lines does not appear as a representation of reality, but as a cultural
moment. Its task is to actively endow reality with meaning, stimulating its reader to become
engaged in a discussion of what is worth pursuing, instigated by what the researcher provides.
As such, educational research contributes to the permanent adaptation and transformation of

our culture to the new demands of the present.
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Educational research « Agreement in judgements « Reader response s Imagination

« Practical judgement

Introduction

Stefan Ramaekers provides an account of educational
research as answerable to a form of truthfulness which
takes into account how humans are involved in its produc-
tion and appraisal. He thereby provides a strong argument to
go beyond a ‘what works’ approach, pointing out that for
educational research to be truly educational, a more engaged
commitment to truth — rather than to mere factuality — is
essential. In this piece, I will not restate the necessity to
pursue another kind of relationship to truth, as this is very
eloquently argued by Ramaekers. Rather, expanding on his
elaboration of agreement in judgements, I explore how we
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might conceive the truth of educational research in relation
to our agreement in judgements, and thus, the implications
of his work in helping transform our sense of responsiveness
and responsibility as writers and readers of educational
research.

Starting Points: Human Involvement in Truth

Ramaekers emphasizes that “what is important in educa-
tional research is not what practitioners ‘learn from’ research
‘about’ education, but how this allows them to undergo
transformation” (p. 51). He further argues that “this (re)
introduction of the subjective, the (re)emphasizing of the
researcher’s and the practitioner’s investment, does not
signify an abdication of truth and knowledge, but a fuller
acknowledgement of human involvement in understanding
the world” (p. 54).
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In order to substantiate his vision, Ramaekers draws on
the work of Wittgenstein and Cavell to define truth in terms
of human agreement in forms of life. Thus to start with, this
requires acknowledging that our form of life constitutes the
familiar background of the world we inhabit while at the
same time determining its limits. For Ramaekers, agreement
in this regard is not to be conceived as agreement in
opinions, but, as in the words of Cavell, requires we focus
attention on the “background of pervasive and systematic
agreements among us, which we had not realized, or had not
known we realize.” In addition, Ramaekers emphasizes that
“the normativity, the constitutive power of these agreements
should [...] not be underestimated” (p. 54). He goes on to
state that, “As agreements they are not articulated, [...] they
show themselves in what we say and do, in how we speak
and act, in how we feel.” And finally, “valuations become
part of us in the shape of feelings” (p. 55).

Thus Ramaekers is at great pains to emphasize the coer-
cive force which emanates from our form of life, as well as
its ingrainedness in human nature. Our form of life, shaping
the way we speak, act and feel — and hence judge — is
constitutive of who we are. For that reason, our agreement
in judgements deserve to (or should) be taken into account in
educational research, so as to acknowledge human involve-
ment in producing and understanding our worlds.

While I do agree with most of Ramaekers’ account, in this
response I will highlight a point which I think remains
underexposed. His strong emphasis on the engrainedness of
our agreement in judgements risks obscuring the fact that
they remain susceptible to change, owing to their intersub-
jective nature (the ‘hardness of the soft’). For despite the fact
that our form of life is coercive on us — indeed might at times
be as coercive as physical laws — its alterability is, by the
same token, an essential feature. And while his examples
clearly bear witness to the susceptibility to change, on occa-
sion Ramaekers seems to downplay this possibility for alter-
ation; for example, when he states: “[...] it is a
misunderstanding of Wittgenstein to conceive of this as a
kind of constructivism, or even as some kind of
contractualism, which takes agreement as meaning agree-
ment ‘about’ something, at the same time implying that what
one agrees ‘about’ can be fairly easily altered” (p. 54).

To be sure, I do not argue that our form of life can be
altered fairly easily. On the contrary, there are aspects of our
forms of life which are unlikely to shift. (This is especially
the case for those aspects which are intertwined with our
sensory apparatus, but it might also be the case for basal
intuitions like the acceptance of the existence of a physical
world independent of our mind.) Equally, as both the coer-
cive and the alterable are essential characteristics of our
normative practices, researchers might choose to emphasis
either of them. Yet, this is not to say they are easily alterable,
but their alterability remains part of what constitutes them.

S. Mus

What I emphasize then, is the necessity to acknowledge that
our agreements in judgements do change. And moreover,
that these changes are interconnected with changing social
practices and language use.

Without this recognition, the whole idea of agreement in
judgements risks functioning as a hedged form of
foundationalism in educational research. This can be
illustrated through reference to Hammersley’s (2004) under-
standing of knowledge as “referring to what we take to be
beyond reasonable doubt” (p. 70)." Two words are of imme-
diate cause for concern: “we” and “reasonable”. It is hard not
to read them as suggesting that “what we think to be beyond
reasonable doubt” should not be put in doubt. Applied as
such, agreements in judgements move towards closure
instead of providing the space called for by Ramaekers’
given examples of Richard Smith, and Stake and Kerr
(p- 56). The challenge educational researchers face is pre-
cisely to expand the space of ‘what we take to be beyond
reasonable doubt’, rather than to proclaim it a norm for truth
in educational research. Indeed, what is most disturbing
about the ‘what works’ approach is its unabashed negation
of this faculty. By claiming the status of objectivity, it uplifts
stipulative definitions to natural kinds, thereby foreclosing
the option to reframe reality through creative rethinking.

Hammersley’s account then is a far cry from Derrida’s
observation (as cited in Standish 2002, p. 16) that a commit-
ment to truth requires an “openness to the event”. For
Derrida, truth does not work towards closure but entails a
permanent postponement of closure. Thus although I do
agree that our agreement in judgements remains the starting
point for truth in educational research, the truth-value of an
account cannot be measured up against our form of life in its
present state. Rather, there is a need to envisage educational
research as a performative act which ultimately reverberates
upon our form of life itself. As human culture is implicated
in the production and testing of truth, cultural production —
and I consider educational research to fall under this cate-
gory —is implicated in truth too. Consequently, the challenge
for the researcher is similar to the one Standish attributes to
the literary critic: “[her work] is not just a response to a
work, but is itself a work [that] adds something to the world
and at the same time evokes new thoughts” (ibid.). The
researcher thus becomes a constructivist, not in the sense
that she constructs reality itself — as the often erected straw-
man image suggests — but in the sense that she provides
meaningful (re)constructions, similes, metaphors, cultural
images,. .. which become performative towards the forms
of live we share (indeed serve to construe). While it is these

'Ramackers uses this account as an example to illustrate the
Wittgensteinian account of truth as being a matter of agreement in
judgements.
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very forms of life that in turn shape the way we talk, feel,
think, observe,. .. that, in short, shape us.

It is worth noting, however, that the pervasiveness of
human culture provides that alterations of our agreements
in judgements always start from, or somehow are in connec-
tion with, our form of life. Therefore, we must ask if the kind
of educational research envisaged here is situated in the
‘margins’ or ‘mainstream’ of the conceivable? If an account
just confirms our own preconceptions, if it does not take us
by surprise, if it does not constitute a challenge to the beliefs
we hold, it is unlikely to allow us to undergo transformation
(see also Smeyers (2013), and Stables (2013)). Thus, our
agreement in judgements is both a ground to start from and
subject to alteration.

Moreover, as is clear from the above, educational
research that takes this relation to truth seriously
characterizes research not as so much as a tool or set of
tools but as a cultural moment. The affordances of such a
model drawn from the humanities as an alternative to those
based solely on the social and natural sciences for educa-
tional research are worth pondering. They imply, among
other things, that a research outcome is not justified by the
rigour of its methodology or the design of its instrumenta-
tion, but rather the other way around; the value of an account
is appraised, as Stake and Kerr (1995) point out, by how it
“shocks the reader out of complacency” (p. 57). Thus
conceived, educational research would acquire the full
force of the recognition that it falls to people to endow
reality with meaning. This shift entails a turn away from
the modernist ideal that, in the words of Armstrong (2007),
was driven by the conviction that “the truth it sought lay
buried alive under the accumulation of misrepresentations,
platitudes, and stereotypes” in front of which “modernism
represented itself as a salvage operation that could establish
contact between mind and language mirroring the Enlight-
enment relationship between mind and object” (p. 99).
Rather, the researcher’s primary task is not to describe
reality faithfully, but to respond to reality through symbolic
mediation.> Why this does not entail an ‘open pathway to
relativism’ is because, whether data are factual or not, the
steps and leaps from raw data to conclusions about their
meaning are equally momentous for empirically obtained
data as for fictional ones. The real constraining factor is
our form of life, and its recognition by the interpretive
community — that is, it is both the constraining faculty and
the faculty upon which the account operates.

This points us to the pivotal role of the imagination in
educational research. Just as the past inhabits the present, the
imaginative — as part of our form of life — inhabits the real.

21 draw here on the work of Hayden White (e.g. 1988), who develops
these thoughts in the context of Historiography.
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Our experience is mediated by the cultural models we have
at our disposal. This is, what I take to be, the crux of the
claim that we are “beings with borders that are indistinct,
merging into the history of the culture that produced [us]”
(Hough 1997, p. 101). In this regard, the researcher should
not situate herself in the centre of an agreement, but in its
margins, expanding our common understandings in new
directions. Stated differently, language constitutes our form
of life, or — in Jameson’s idiom — it is our prisonhouse
(Jameson 1972). The challenge is not how we can escape
the ‘prisonhouse of language’, but how we can reshape its
boundaries from the inside in order to inhabit (discursive)
spaces previously off limits.

It follows that if educational researchers do not let them-
selves be informed by a possibility beyond what is presently
conceivable, educational research is prone to reflect the
current consensus, present values and perceptions, leaving
our cultural frame of reference unaltered. Educational
research in this sense can never be satisfied by just
representing reality faithfully; instead, it should try to
broaden the boundaries of what a culture presently accepts
as valid — what we take to be beyond reasonable doubt — if it
is to be truly educational.

But how does this relate to truth? As already indicated,
the truth value of such an account is not measured by its
ability to gain access to reality itself — whatever that may be
— but by its ability to construct a language, a vocabulary that,
in the words of Hayden White, creates perplexity in the face
of the real (Rogne 2009, p. 74). As Gaita (2002) explains,
ruminating on Iris Murdoch’s insight that to see the reality of
another person is ‘a work of Love, Justice and Pity’, she “did
not mean that Love, Justice and Pity are the characteristic
causal conditions which enable a distinct cognitive capacity
to grasp the truth about another person. She means that these
are forms of understanding rather than the enabling
conditions of understanding and that what is there to be
understood cannot be characterised independent of that
fact” (p. 248). A ‘true’ account, then, is one that does justice
to the values that make up the fabric of our form of life,
human nature, or common humanity.”

Of course, no account of education produced by research
lasts forever. At some point, it inevitably becomes obsolete,
and risks turning into dogma, cliché, or hegemonic image
worthy of contestation and replacement. Thus the scene is
set for an endless cycle of renewed (re)presentations, each of
them taking root in the residue of the former outdated con-
sensus and waiting to be taken over by new images when
their season in the sun is over. The only way to postpone this
fate is to provide the research text with enough ‘gaps’ for the
reader to ‘fill in’. Only when a text remains indeterminate is

3 As respectively conceptualised by Wittgenstein, Cavell and Gaita.
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a reader able to respond to it actively. Moreover, as all
representations are inevitably in some sense a misrepresen-
tation, only those accounts that prove fluid enough for adap-
tation will be capable to trigger a ‘transformation of
existence’.

Responsiveness and Responsibility
as Writers and Readers of Research

At the end of the chapter, Ramaekers points to the role of the
reader in educational research. He states: ‘“Educational
research can be offered as something that invites us to
probe for further meaning, and meaning-making” (p. 59).
I would argue that, in a sense, this is the only conclusion we
can validly draw from the recognition that in spite of any
referentiality, the account of the researcher inevitably starts
to live a life of its own as soon as it is detached from the
source from whence it originates.

Iser (1972) argues: “The convergence of text and reader
brings the literary work into existence, and this convergence
can never be precisely pinpointed, but must always remain
virtual, as it is not to be identified either with the reality
of the text or with the individual disposition of the reader”
(p- 279). Thus, as a text is always ‘more than it says’, the
reader is both wittingly and unwittingly bidden to engage in
the process of meaning-making. The recognition of educa-
tional research as a ‘cultural moment’ does not only require
the educational researcher to put herself at stake, but entails
an appeal to the reader to become engaged with its texts as
well. The reading act is in essence an act of recreation. Only
when this task is taken up by the reader, when the process of
symbolic recreation is being regenerated, does educational
research obtains its full force.

Thus educational research which supports this active
engagement should be hesitant to draw its truth-value from
a referential relation with reality. Construing truth-reality
relations referentially is to negate the recognition that ‘the
real’ is signified and imply a ‘reality effect’ which denies
any human involvement in its creation. Both serve to uphold
the myth of the subjective as a contaminator of truth.*
Rather, educational research could recognize subjectivity
head-on, and thus create a space for its consequences to be
exerted fruitfully. This includes the space for imagination,
which as Iser (1972) points out, in a comment on Gilbert
Ryle:

“If one sees [a] mountain, then of course one can no longer

imagine it, and so the act of picturing the mountain presupposes

its absence. Similarly, with a literary text we can only picture
things which are not there; the written part of the text gives us

“Iam drawing here on the work of Roland Barthes (1981).
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the knowledge, but it is the unwritten part that gives us the
opportunity to picture things; indeed without the elements of
indeterminacy, the gaps in the text, we should not be able to use
our imagination” (p. 288).

Here, it is the absence of the object of reference that
engages the imagination of the reader and asks him to take
responsibility for what he imagines. It also suggests that a
fixation on accuracy actually distracts attention from the
main task that is set by educational research: to envisage
what a certain account might mean for oneself. The image of
Asimov’s tapes that Ramaekers uses is a case in point: the
tapes don’t allow for any interpretation or -creative
rethinking, they frame the knowledge they contain as fixed,
and as such, work towards closure rather than enabling one
to actively contribute to the flow of culture. Thus in recalling
Derrida’s observation that a commitment to truth requires an
“openness to the event”, paradoxically it seems that we
should step back from factuality in order to allow truth to
emerge.

This is also the reason why an overt emphasis on ‘what
works’, or an appeal to empiricism to establish the
respectability of an account is not just beside the point, but
potentially harmful as well. Recalling Flyvbjerg’s (2001)
conceptualisation, such claims do not instigate dialogue,
but seek to bring discussion to an end. As such, this approach
risks suspending practical judgement, denying its relevance,
and thereby strips the educational component from educa-
tional research.

On the other hand, in the kind of research Ramaekers
envisages through his examples, the researcher does not give
final answers or straightforward directions, but indeed
“provides input to the ongoing social dialogue about the
problems and risks we face and how things may be done
differently” (p. 57). The question remains however, of how
we should conceive this dialogue between text and reader
which might be capable of instigating the ‘transformation of
existence’ that Ramaekers charges educational research
should help bring about. An answer to this question can be
found in the reader-oriented theories of literary studies,
whose central point of departure is a breakdown of the
subject-object division by positing the text-as-other as
another subject that “occupies the reader’s consciousness,
existing simultaneously within it” (Castle 2007, p. 174).
Thus for Iser (1972): “Text and reader no longer confront
each other as object and subject, but instead the ‘division’
takes place within the reader himself. In thinking the
thoughts of another, his own individuality temporally
recedes into the background since it is supplanted by these
alien thoughts” (p. 298).

As the reception of the text takes place within the reader,
he is permanently forced to readjust his stance towards the
account as it gradually unfolds. In this process, the textual
reality fuses with the disposition of the reader — a process
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similar to the ‘fusion of horizons’ Gadamer observes. He is
“forced to reveal aspect of himself in order to experience a
reality which is different from his own” (Iser 1972, p. 286).
Or, as Altieri aptly states: “Who we are is at stake in how we
respond” (Altieri 1998, p. 322). Thus the reader who takes
up the challenge of the text is not just confronted with the
textual content, but also encounters aspects of himself of
which he had not been conscious previously. Through this
process of anticipation, surprise, recognition and reappraisal
and whatever else it invokes, the text becomes an experience
negotiated through the reader’s life history. As such, Iser
(ibid.) argues, “the “reality” of the reading experience can
illuminate basic patterns of real experience.”

It should be emphasized once more that a recognition of
the fact that readers are partially responsible for the meaning
emerging from a text does not constitute a step into the
direction of a relativist abyss, as the emerging meaning
remains constrained by the ‘reality’ of the text and — fore-
most — by the cultural connotations these textual realities
evoke. Yet it is also worth pondering whether the individual
reading process Iser describes might have a similar potential
force towards an entire culture. Is it possible, in other words,
to present an account which touches upon our ‘agreement in
judgements’ by providing an alternative vocabulary which
gives expression to the needs of the present? As the forego-
ing suggests, such changes should not be expected from the
‘what works’ paradigm in educational research, but might be
informed by the realm of the (literary) arts. This hope we
find passionately expressed by Krieger (2000):

“Thinking of the monolithic character of the discourses we

today encounter outside literature, I can only hope for them to

be contaminated by the discourses of the arts. The literary art

may perform perhaps its most important service for society by

contaminating the reader’s other reading experiences: by induc-
ing the compliant reader to learn to read fully, to indulge in the
play of the text’s language and its fictions, thereby preparing
that reader to find this sort of play and these fictions in a great

variety of texts, many of them not ostensibly “literary” or
“aesthetic” (p. 159).

This is, as I take it, the ‘work of justice’ a commitment to
truth requires.

To conclude, I would like to draw attention to the obser-
vation that the process argued for in Ramaekers’ chapter is
reflected in the paradigmatic meanderings within the field
of educational research more widely (cf. Alexander (2013),
and Smeyers (2013)). Put differently, the history of inter-
pretive research in education can serve as a metaphor for
the kind of research which is being envisaged here.
Ramaekers’ and such histories offer stories about a domi-
nant language game (i.e. the traditional truth-conception
within the social sciences) that is being challenged by
alternative imaginaries. As Ramaekers’ examples demon-
strate, these alternative forms of educational research do
not commit themselves to a ‘what works’ logic, but try to
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challenge the tacitly upheld presuppositions of the
educational research community. Thereby, they put pres-
sure on traditional discourses by showing how other
understandings of the realities under the purview of educa-
tional research are possible. As these accounts prove their
meaningfulness, they simultaneously become more plausi-
ble, thus rebalancing the discursive equilibrium that
constitutes the educational research culture. When such
competing interpretive frameworks gain recognition, they
can no longer be dismissed by simply naming them.’
Rather, the borders of our educational research culture are
recognized to be permanently subject to a process of con-
testation and hence, redrawn, venture into discursive
spaces previously deemed unacceptable. In other words,
the move towards interpretive pluralism entails an expan-
sion of the culture of educational research, and hence the
language researchers’ speak, the truths they share, and — at
the end of the line — the agreement in judgements their
discipline legitimizes itself upon. Thus they contribute to
the permanent adaptation and transformation of this culture
to the new demands of the age. And if Ramaekers’ chapter
has given occasion to ponder the value of educational
research thus conceived, it has exemplified what it
envisages.’
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Paul Smeyers

Abstract

The chapter questions the use of (quasi-) experimental designs as the exclusive (or the best)
way to conduct educational research. It focuses not only on the problems of a quantitative
approach, often ignoring the ‘ends’ and invoking ‘factors’ which operate independently,
but also identifies the weaknesses of qualitative research, i.e. often stating the obvious and
betraying the holistic nature of its own presuppositions. Starting from the insights of Peter
Winch it is argued that one should start from ‘what makes sense for us’. Educational
research is ‘philosophical’, i.e. it is about ‘concepts’ and ‘social practice’. Such an
interpretative stance highlights further that educational research should be seen as a
performative intervention that is interested in various modes of explanation and thus uses
various methods. It contributes to the task of improving upon our practical knowledge of

ongoing social life which presupposes dialogue between all those involved.

Keywords

Interpretative research « Winch « Holistic approach . What makes
us « Performative intervention

Introduction

It is one thing to hold the position that you cannot consider
all aspects at the same time, and another to conclude that you
should therefore isolate one or more relevant variables and
study these separately. The latter not only presupposes that
this is the way to proceed to obtain relevant knowledge, but
moreover that this can be done. Yet what seems so evident in
the area of reasons for our actions, that is, that various
perspectives and interests have to be taken into account,
and that these have to be balanced up to the point where a
decision is made, is quickly given up when a scientific
explanation is sought for. Indeed, the mother of all
explanations which we are more than happy to adhere to is
the experimental design of which the Achilles’ heel is
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sense for

prediction and thus generalizability — as if this would reflect
the most common situation one finds oneself in. It obfuscates
the fact that in real life situations, we often not only ponder
about the means, but evidently as well about the ends them-
selves. Yet when looking for a valid explanation we are
likely to forget to give a place for the arguments we consider
relevant when making practical judgments, and for what this
implies in terms of the paradigm that should shape our
approach as scholars. In so many cases we just do not seem
to be able to give the decisive reason for doing what we did
and this does not affect our acting in the sense that it would
paralyses or otherwise incapacitates us to go on. Why have |
studied this particular subject, enrolled in a particular uni-
versity, decided to rent this house, or accepted an offer from
an employer? While it is true that some reasons may be
given, it is another matter whether all can be identified,
and even more so whether the decisive one can be pointed
at. Furthermore, from the observation that it is indeed possi-
ble in some cases to answer positively to the mentioned
questions, it does not follow that it should be our preferred
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model in all cases. Empirical educational research in its
various forms has not been blind to these ‘constraints’, yet
it has tried to overcome these by insisting on more and more
rigorous research, meaning to follow and accept scrupu-
lously a particular technique, method, or methodology.
It has often argued that many variables have to be taken
into account and that thus more research is needed. Besides
this Popperian move towards fruth, it has at times also
vacillated that though no certainty about this or that could
be reached, it is nevertheless the only way that some prog-
ress may be anticipated, or that — a more moderate version —
it is the best approach (or the least worse) we have. A holistic
position on the other hand, so many argue, will result in feeling
at loss in the many complexities and particularities of a situa-
tion leading towards description instead of to explanation.
Whether the latter characterization is (more) true to the nature
of the phenomena that are studied than the former is a crucial
issue; it is at least conceivable that there are logical limits to
what research may offer — which is far from saying that
anything goes in trying to understand or ‘explain’ why things
are as they are, nor that every argument is a valid argument.

Reiterating the Gold Standard

There is, however, a constant temptation to forget all of this
and insist on a particular way to proceed when doing educa-
tional research. New ammunition was given by the current
U.S. federal standards for educational research (see the What
Works Clearinghouse, Department of Education, http://
www.whatworks.ed.gov). What is envisaged here is almost
exclusively experimental or quasi-experimental designs for
research. The message is that only educational research
which can establish causality is worthy of funding. It is all
about the degree to which an educational intervention (cur-
ricular or pedagogical) causes improvement in ‘student
achievement’ as measured by standardized test scores. In
order to be able to establish a basis for causality, the research
designs that are acceptable are ‘a randomized controlled
experiment’ (RCT), a quasi-experiment with matching, or
aregression discontinuity design. The causal claims must be
established by statistical tests designed to eliminate
confounding variables from the analysis. Clearly, as Fendler
(2006) argues, “This is a particular, and historically specific
definition of science. The type of educational research
supported by the What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) is
not ‘scientific’ in the sense of seeking a deeper and more
complex intellectual understanding of educational phenom-
ena. Rather, WWC research is ‘scientific’ in the sense of
establishing policy and efficient management of people and
resources” (p. 51). Random selection of participants is one of
the warrants for the results to be generalizable to a larger
number of people that have demographic characteristics
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similar to those involved in the study. This is interesting as
far as it goes. However, there are crucial issues, which tend
to be forgotten, in what seems, at first sight, a very straight-
forward approach. It is not just that many variables are
involved together forming complicated interrelations.
There is something more fundamental that is worrying if
this approach is used uncritically in the social sciences.
Indeed, this approach not only tends to foreground itself as
the (exclusive) legitimate way to do research, it also ignores
what fundamentally must characterize all social (and there-
fore) educational research in view of the nature of what it is
studying, namely, a meaningful context. In discussing this
approach Fendler for instance argues convincingly that
induction and prediction are confounded, probability con-
fused with certainty and science conflated with social man-
agement. She claims that generalizability is a way of
thinking that is historically specific to modernity and linked
to modern projects of social governance.

Other scholars have criticized the standards for being
antiquated and narrow in scope, as well for being both
methodologically and ethically inappropriate for research
in education. Thus for instance, one finds in a collection
in Educational Theory (2005, number 3) four papers that
deal with what has been labelled the (new) ‘gold standard’
of educational research. In her study, Margaret Eisenhart
(2005) discusses several research designs for pursuing
questions about causation in education. She opens with the
observation that determining causation is a fixation in U.S.
society. She reiterates the point that according to a host
of critics the report of the National Research Council of
the United States (Scientific Research in Education 2002)
embraces too limited a view of causation and causal expla-
nation and thus advances a position on educational research
methodology that differs little from the previously described
retrograde view of educational science. Thus she welcomes,
for instance, approaches that insist on descriptive knowledge
as essential if causal analysis is to succeed and on the fact
that causal mechanisms cannot be isolated but instead have
to be understood as specific to context and intentions if they
are not to lose their causal power. In a similar vein, Pamela
Moss (2005), following Gadamer, argues that the value of
general principles does not lie in serving as a guide for
action, but rather in becoming a guide for reflection. Further,
Thomas Schwandt (2005) rejects the dichotomous thinking
that drives a wedge between quantitative and qualitative
methods. He also draws attention to some potentially worry-
ing developments: first, that educational reform will become
little more than managing the challenges of implementing
proven practices; second, he observes an absorption of the
practical by the technical; third, he indicates that in the name
of scientific integrity the focus is all on what schools do
(or fail to) and not on the systemic social injustices and
inequalities that are largely responsible for the inequalities
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seen in school performance. He deplores that in the present
market model of educational research hardly any attention is
paid to leading a meaningful life and that the ‘examined’ life
is equated with the life that is governed by scientific and
technical rationality. Finally, Kenneth Howe (2005) laments
the ‘unity of science’ idea of which the core principles are
best exemplified by the physical sciences with randomized
experiments, ignoring the interpretive turn and the
associated concept of intentional causation and embracing
the idea that politics is external to educational science.

It is further relevant to note that an issue of AERA’s
Educational Researcher (2006, 35, August/September)
published the “Standards for reporting on Empirical Social
Science Research in AERA Publications”. These standards
were adopted by the Council of the American Educational
Research Association in June 2006 and are “... part of
AERA’s broader educational mission to advance high-
quality research in education and to foster excellence in
reporting on empirical research” (2006, p. 33). The Associa-
tion recommends the use of these standards in the training
and preparation of researchers in publishing research. Atten-
tion is given to problem formulation, design and logic,
sources of evidence, measurement and classification, analy-
sis and interpretation (distinguishing between quantitative
and qualitative methods), generalization, ethics in reporting
and finally to the title, abstract and headings. That educa-
tional researchers can benefit from this goes without saying:
it makes transparent what the Association expects and can
thus guide the vast number of scholars working in this field
when they prepare reports, papers, articles, and books for the
academic educational community. Laudable as it is, this
document also sets out standards that will be used in the
complex process of refereeing and thus disciplines the mate-
rial that can be submitted for publication. In doing this, it
creates the conditions for a network of research quality and
singles out particular principles, which scholars should abide
by. In the first paragraph, this document distinguishes what it
calls ‘the guidelines’ for reporting on empirical social sci-
ence research in AERA publications, from other forms of
scholarship, which it recognises as equally important to
educational research. Thus it lists: ... reviews of research;
theoretical, conceptual, or methodological essays; critiques
of research traditions and practices; and scholarship more
grounded in the humanities (e.g. history, philosophy, literary
analysis, arts-based inquiry)” (p. 33). I surmise that these
other forms could have been included as well (evidently
under a different label) but the fact that they are not, seems
to me highly relevant. Is the leading idea that only empirical
research is real research? Holding their breath concerning
non-empirical forms of research, or glibly paying lip-service
to the relevance of such research, carries the overtones
of familiar juxtapositions such as those of fact and
value, objective and subjective, research and philosophy,

theory and practice. But there is more that is worrying. The
approach that is argued for seems to rely on a particular
concept of how language operates, i.e. a relationship
between language and reality. Often it has resulted in a
methodology, as well in quantitative as in qualitative
approaches, where various methods to study educational
problems are offered as recipes, which could be taught and
then applied in view of particular problems. Unfortunately,
such a separation of method and content creates in the area
of social sciences more often than not insurmountable
problems.

Problems of Quantitative and
Qualitative Educational Research:
Two Examples

To substantiate the problems of quantitative and qualitative
educational research we are confronted with, I will have a
closer look at an example of each. An interesting case is The
Tennessee Studies of Class Size, known as project STAR,
Student/Teacher Achievement Ratio (see Mosteller et al.
1996). Project STAR is seen as an experiment that starts
from the idea that in smaller classes, teachers have more
time to give to individual children. In the experimental
classes, the class size was reduced from around 23-15, by
approximately one-third, in kindergarten, first, second and
third grades (ages 5-8); the children moved into regular-size
classes in the fourth grade. There were three kinds of groups:
classes one-third smaller than regular-size classes, regular-
size classes without a teacher aide and regular-size classes
with a teacher aide. The experiment was carried out in 79
schools in the first year; both children and teachers were
randomly assigned to the classes. In the second year it
included 76 schools with 331 classes including 6,572 chil-
dren in inner-city urban, suburban and rural schools. It was
continued for 4 years (1985-1989). After this period there
was a second phase, the Lasting Benefits Study, which
followed participating children into later grades and
recorded their academic progress. The major findings on
class size are, firstly, that smaller classes did bring substan-
tial improvement to early learning in cognitive subjects such
as reading and arithmetic; secondly, that the effects persisted
into grades 4, 5, 6, and 7, after pupils moved to regular-size
classes, and finally that students who had been originally
enrolled in smaller classes continued to perform better than
their peers who had started in larger classes. Incidentally,
minority students gained twice as much as the rest during the
first 2 years before settling to about the same gain as the rest.

In their discussion Mosteller et al. (1996) indicate that
there are many issues involved when a well-designed
and implemented study comes out with a definite finding.
Serious consideration has to be given to all the available
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alternatives, and to the costs and social consequences
of implementing the new policy suggested by the findings.
They stress that these findings do not automatically
mean that reducing class size is the best way to improve
schooling — this has to be compared to other measures (for
instance, one-to-one tutoring by qualified teachers, peer
tutoring, or cooperative group learning). Though the results
of the STAR-project have not generally been disputed, some
critics have pointed out that other elements as well that have
to be considered, such as the preparation time for teachers
which is supposed to be higher for larger classes; whether
larger classes are given to more experienced (or possibly
better) teachers; and the views of pupils themselves (whether
they feel happier, believe they are less likely to be bullied
and are more confident about speaking up for themselves and
participating in practical activities). Other more general
issues have also to be taken into account: the relationship
between class size, teaching methods and the age of the
pupils. Goldstein and Blatchford (1998) also draw attention
to several technical problems, which may arise because
researchers have ignored the problematic aspects of measur-
ing or defining certain concepts such as: the sample popula-
tion may differ from the target population; reduction of class
sizes within a large school may not be the same as an
equivalent change in a small school; the institutions or
populations which are most accessible for study are often
atypical; a design where randomisation occurs only at the
school level may not be representative of the real world
where typically differential sizes do exist within schools;
teachers may alter their style of teaching (they might tend
to use more whole-class teaching methods and concentrate
more on a narrower range of basic topics), and consequently
compensate in a number of ways with larger classes.

These kind of studies also give occasion to comments
concerning this kind of research (randomized field trials)
itself. First of all, it seems that the benefits of reducing
class size are determined in terms of factors (independent
and dependent) that can be measured and manipulated in
their constituent parts. What does not fit into this experimen-
tal pattern is mostly simply left out, in any case in the
experimental design (such as the wellbeing of pupils and
teacher workloads). It is true that most of the researchers
working in this area accept that the higher cost of smaller
classes is a relevant consideration, however, they are much
more concerned with establishing whether or not there is an
effect, rather than with considering the strength of the effect
that would justify higher spending on education. This
generates a picture, which suggests that once the facts have
been determined, the conclusion (i.e. to decrease class size
or not) follows on of its own accord. Second, it is difficult to
see how long term studies can accommodate for situational/
historical change. It is not only impossible to foresee which
new elements have to be taken into account, but what is
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ignored are the different elements which, in their interaction
with each other, create something new (which is not just
the result of addition or subtraction of variables seen as
factors). Problems of discipline for instance, may disrupt
the interactions to such an extent that regularly observed
relations between variables no longer hold. Third, and less
technically but perhaps even more importantly, the favoured
design seems to ignore the fact that teachers deal with class
situations (or learning situations) in a creative manner.
It comes as no surprise to find in many studies that it is not
so much class size that is important, but the way the teacher
deals with it, that is, varies her teaching to accommodate
optimal student learning. Teachers will look for oppor-
tunities for students to learn and thus act more in the spirit
of ‘making the most of it’, rather than carefully following
regularities or causal inferences. They realize that there are
many roads to Rome, and also that it may not be the only
place worth going to. All three of these conclusions could be
seen as strengthening the case for a more holistic approach,
where the relation of the elements that are involved is given
a more prominent place. It seems that in educational
contexts it is not so much factors or elements that have to
be studied as such, but the complex relationships between
them. Here the presence or absence of something may
change the whole picture and, consequently, the conclusions
that can be drawn from a particular setting. Yet from the
position that is generally embraced, such studies are seen as
irrelevant due to their lack of potential for generalization.
Quantitative empirical research belongs to the paradigm of
causality, which cannot (or only at great pains and by chang-
ing the meaning of ‘causality’, i.e. incorporating ‘reasons’)
give a place for the reasons human beings invoke for doing
what they are doing. Or, it is so piecemeal that it is hardly
relevant given all other kinds of factors. Does this rule out
experimental or even empirical research? For some that is
the conclusion, but this seems wrong to me. I will return to
this later.

There is of course a strand of criticism against the use of
‘cause’, of determinism but even of indeterminism (as a
descriptive statistical category) in the sphere of human
explanations. This is not to deny that human beings are
exempted from causal processes generally, but that
behaviour itself can exhaustively be made clear in such a
way. It is argued that human beings give meaning to their life
(among others by Ricoeur, Gadamer, Wittgenstein, Winch,
and Taylor), to be understood as something that is different
from things which just happen to them (understood as the
law-like explanations and predictions of the natural
sciences) and that research should focus on this. For exam-
ple, for some (such as Winch), to understand human conduct
comes down to comprehend the reasons of one’s actions and
the understanding that is offered should be of the same kind
as the understanding involved in the ‘practice’ in question
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(using descriptions in terms of everyday language, often by
verbatim expressions of the practitioners themselves). This
does not imply that technical concepts cannot be used, but if
so their meaning will ‘rely’ on everyday language. Various
qualitative methods and techniques have originated from
this interest including case studies, participatory observa-
tion, interviews, analysis of policy documents, content anal-
ysis and so on and so forth; even a technical vocabulary has
developed which includes terms such as horizontal and
vertical analysis, ‘thick concepts’ and triangulation. The
researcher brings to the forefront what was as yet not fully
realized by the participants or she may re-conceptualize the
problem through her interpretation and in this way ‘solve’
the problem. As in many cases such as multicultural issues,
feminist research but also studies about teachers and teach-
ing, narrative data are gathered through interviews and self-
descriptions for instance.

A closer look at a typical example of qualitative research
may be helpful to understand the nature and the problems of
this kind of approach. Some time ago the professional devel-
opment of Belgian primary school teachers was investigated
(Mahieu and Vanderlinde 2002). The study deals with recent
graduates who have for the first time their own class. It is an
important year for their professional development conceived
as a lifelong and complex process of learning, which leads to
qualitative changes in the way they act and function, i.e.
interact with the professional context. Obviously, they still
have a lot to learn, most importantly matters which could not
be taught at the college. The leading research question of the
study is: How does the personal frame of reference and their
micro-political learnedness evolve and change during the
first year of their career? A qualitative research approach
was chosen, in particular, biographical research. After
a questionnaire collecting some background information,
there was an in-depth interview and three more interviews
with in total 8 primary school teachers. The interviews were
recorded and typed out, subdivided in fragments and then
coded to prepare for a content analysis. A synthesis of the
interview was composed and presented for final approval to
each of the teachers. Throughout, two researchers were
involved who checked each other’s interpretations, for
instance concerning the codes that were given and the
syntheses that were made. A so-called vertical (or in-
depth) analysis was conducted for each teacher and a hori-
zontal for the different aspects across the respondents. Again
checks were made between the researchers who kept more-
over a logbook of everything that they did or that happened
within the context of this one and a half year period in which
the data were gathered. The researchers were conscious of
the part they played themselves in doing this research and
how this could influence their findings. They tried to be as
honest as they could and as methodologically pure as possi-
ble. The result is a piece of research that is detailed,

sophisticated, aware of what could go wrong and constantly
involved in anticipating possible future methodological
problems. Because it uses the lived experience of the
teachers as expressed in the interviews, it has a high degree
of what is technically labelled ‘validity’, concerning what is
studied. As indicated, the researchers were also anxious to
have reliable data and constantly monitored the quality of
what they were doing themselves.

So much for the research question, the design and the
method that was followed. I will now briefly deal with some
of the results — evidently a selection has to be made in which
I focus on the elements that were used in the comparative
analysis of the syntheses (the horizontal analysis). It was
concluded that: the first year is a year of intense learning,
particularly relational — being responsible for their own
class, the teacher needs to develop relationships with other
actors within the school, this has its own problems, is a big
challenge and an important task (teachers say they know too
less about this on the basis of their own college education);
when they applied for a job teachers really felt the micro-
politics of reality, the power of the local school governors;
they all regard it important that there is a colleague who is in
charge of a parallel class (as someone they can or would
like to rely on), and they also mention the crucial importance
of their dealings with parents; the relation with the head too
was felt very important, and so was the experience of func-
tioning in a team; on a more basic level they were all
concerned with securing to have a job the following year,
and furthermore they all experienced the importance of
practical things in the context of the day to day functioning
in the school. There are a few more results the researchers
report, but let me end with a final and interesting conclusion:
All teachers experienced themselves as insecure, badly
prepared, inexperienced and not fully-qualified.

I deliberately did go on into some detail about this
research and have tried to give a good picture of it. More-
over, [ want to acknowledge that in my opinion this research
has been carried out according to the highest standards
appropriate for qualitative research. Yet, one cannot but
wonder whether what was found, i.e. what we know now,
after so much work and such mark of expertise, is really
something that was worth the effort. In what sense is it
different from what one ‘knew’ beforehand? But even if
there is something we would not have come up with in our
arm-chair thinking, is this kind of knowledge useful then,
and for whom, in what circumstances, and to what extent?
Surely, if one is not familiar with teaching and teachers all of
this will open up the sphere of the experiences of primary
school teachers during their first year of teaching. But would
not most people who are teaching in a school be able to come
to the same conclusions without engaging in this kind of
research? And in as far as detailed information is concerned,
this will necessary be different from case to case. So there is
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not much point to gather this in view of using the results for
other settings. I do not disagree that the insights and the well
written research report may be interesting for heads, and
even for lecturers teaching in Teacher Training Colleges,
but let me be blunt about this, is it really more than truisms,
more than ‘common sense’ that draws on a particular context
the researchers have come up with? Their general conclu-
sions are very similar to the relationship between speeding
and accidents, drinking and driving, being depressive and
suicidal, and so on and so forth. And though there is value in
seeking empirical evidence for so called generally held
beliefs, it does not go very far. Of course, sometimes people
need to be reminded of these general facts of ‘human
nature’, but one may wonder whether and in what sense
this kind of research is helpful at all. There are also more
‘fundamental criticisms’ of this kind of research. The last
decades have seen a growing interest in qualitative research
and recently narrative analysis has become very popular.
This has generated heated discussions between the quantita-
tive and qualitative camps, but also more in general among
educational researchers. The question is whether the use of
stories in narrative analysis is reconcilable with the focus
of generalization characteristic of much education research.

The Reconstruction of the Researcher
and ‘What Makes Sense for Us’

Educational researchers are interested in ‘how things are’
(what the facts are, how those who are involved feel about
particular things), and in this sense they are interested to
understand what they are presented with. In some areas this
implies descriptions or reconstructions of the participants’
experiences, in others being able to make predictions. It is
clear that this presupposes a particular conceptual frame-
work (sometimes also a theory) or at least a set of concepts in
order to make sense of the multitude of phenomena one is
confronted with. Clearly, it is generally accepted that one is
part of an intersubjective reality that may be characterized in
various ways (what is considered to be a fact, what we value,
how we situate ourselves as human beings). But research is
at least potentially also nearly always interested in change,
in making improvements (either to prevent particular
problems or to address these). Thus it is interested in under-
standing ways to manipulate certain elements in view of
certain outcomes. In this sense the value-ladenness and
maybe even the utopian dimension (how one could conceive
things differently) come unavoidably forward. This presses
the point about the nature of what the researcher is really
doing (or is allowed to do, or should have to do).

The distinction made by Polkinghorne (1995) between an
‘analysis of narratives’ and ‘narrative analysis’ is particu-
larly illuminating. In an ‘analysis of narratives’ one looks for
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common features in different cases in order to define
them within a broader category. By pointing at features
that different experiences have in common, one can con-
struct cognitive conceptual frameworks. The purpose of the
paradigmatic analysis is not only to discover and to describe
categories, but also to describe the relationships between
categories. In many cases this kind of research is generally
analogous to a quantitative design (including hypotheses),
with the exception that qualitative data are gathered, that is,
they refer to what people feel about (or what their experience
is with) particular things, and what they say that their
reasons, desires and intentions are. In ‘narrative analysis’,
on the other hand, the data are mostly not in a narrative form.
The information comes from different sources: the
researcher arranges events and actions by showing how
they contribute to the evolution of a plot. The plot is the
thematic line of the narrative, the narrative structure that
shows how different events contribute to a narrative. The
writing of it involves an analytical development, a dialectic
between the data and the plot. The resulting narrative must
not only fit the data but also bring out an order and a
significance not apparent in the data as such. The result is
not so much an account of the actual happening of events
from an objective (i.e., something we agree about intersub-
jectively) point of view as the result of a series of
constructions, it is instead a particular reconstruction of
that researcher. Whereas in the ‘analysis of narratives’ the
narratives (gathered from the participants) are the source of
knowledge, the narrative in ‘narrative analysis’ is the result
of the research, i.e. the creation or interpretation the
researcher comes up with. Not only in the conclusion
that is offered is the researcher present, but she is also
involved all through the process (though different compared
to the practitioner’s involvement). This kind of ‘interpretive
research’ comes close to those areas of scholarship (see
above) that were distinguished from educational research
grounded in the empirical traditions of the social sciences.
It seems analogous to history and philosophy of education,
where, in other words an interpretation is offered.

If it is accepted that to study educational problems one
needs not only a quantitative approach but also one or other
kind of qualitative stance, it is not clear whether the kind of
qualitative research that is merely a use of qualitative data
within an overall quantitative design is not contradicting its
own presuppositions (because it is likely to betray the holis-
tic nature of the meaning giving process as a consequence of
‘generalization’). In other words, the question can be raised
whether it is not trying to do something which cannot be
done, at least in as far as it accepts seriously that one should
not strip words of any context in which they might be used
for saying something in particular. Second, and perhaps even
more important, is not all empirical educational research
guilty of trying to help to escape from the particularities of
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a situation one finds oneself in, which closes one off from
being responsive to the situation one finds oneself in?
Granted, there is a sense in which knowing certain facts,
being acquainted with the experiences people are likely to
have in certain situations is helpful to understand educa-
tional problems. But the issue is how far this type of research
goes, in other words, whether it offers more than a starting
point. What occupies me is the nature of research that does
justice to the particularities of the situation and what its
characteristics are. These reflections on the nature of empir-
ical educational research are highly relevant in a time where
research is used as a quality label almost equivalent to
‘sound thinking’, and experts are solicited to give advice
on all kinds of issues belonging to the educational context.
A particularly interesting stance concerning social
science can be found in the position of Peter Winch.
Aspiring to be an empirical study, it has taken, he claims,
the wrong turn: it exemplifies what is characteristic of a
positivist approach. It should rather, in his view, engage
itself with understanding human practices and not so much
with predictions of social behaviour, for the central concepts
that belong to our understanding of social life are, according
to him, incompatible with the concepts central to the activity
of scientific prediction. He draws from the later Wittgenstein
such ideas as ‘following a rule’, ‘human shared practices’
and ‘what it makes sense to say’, and devotes a lot of
attention to the place of ‘reasons’ and ‘causes’ and their
respective role in natural and social sciences. The result is
a particular view on the task and method of social science as
distinct from an empiricist social study. And concerning
philosophy he argues that it is not only concerned with
eliminating linguistic confusions; thus and by no means is
genuine new knowledge only acquired by scientists by
experimental and observational techniques. The philosopher
is concerned with the nature of reality as such and in general
and thus deals with the question ‘What is real?” The philos-
opher reminds her audience of the way in which particular
concepts are used and thus offers an elucidation of a partic-
ular concept: “. .. in discussing language philosophically we
are in fact discussing what counts as belonging to the world”
(Winch 1958, p. 15). The relevance of conceptual enquiries
into what it makes sense to say should therefore not be
underestimated. Thus the core concept of the language-
game (expressions and activities, the use of a word in a
particular social intercourse) or ‘practice’ is established.
In answering the question what it is for something to be
real, the empirical observational methods used in the natural
sciences and in everyday life cannot possibly be the only
yardstick. If so, whole areas of human practice would be
excluded (such as ethics or aesthetics), but one would also be
confronted with a logical problem. If what is real is a matter
of what can be determined by the methods of empirical
sciences, this is not a statement from within science but

about science. Here is a view of language where words are
to be understood in terms of their use in the lives of those
who deploy them. Language is socially founded and
the possibility of communication rests on the fact that we
agree in the use of our terms. Having a language, and the
notions that go along with that, such as meaning and intelli-
gibility, are logically dependent for their sense on social
interaction between people.

Educational research should come to terms with Winch’s
suggestion that it must be philosophical in character and is
foremost concerning with ‘what makes sense for us’. That
implies that the starting point is the self-understanding of
those involved: educators and parents, students and children.
It does not make sense therefore to break down teaching into
atomic skills and sub-skills; nor to conceive education
almost entirely in terms of examination results; nor to regard
moral psychology as a series of points on the scale of self-
esteem; nor to talk of parenting in terms of developing
particular skills and quality time to empower children. In
empirical educational research nowadays there is typically a
starting point (topic, research question, etc.), then a proce-
dure (the gathering of data, etc.) and then an analysis and
discussion. A lot of attention is paid to the middle stage,
concealing the fact that the really big questions concern
the values at the heart of, or taken for granted in, the
identification of the topic and the question, and of course
in the ensuing discussion. Winch’s position implies that the
discussion has to start from a particular social intercourse or
‘practice’. Normative and value-laden elements have to play
a crucial role throughout educational research and not just
in the first or final stages.

In trying to be objective, and in identifying ‘objective’
with ‘free of bias’ the fact is concealed that we always and
inevitably bring our pre-understandings with us into any
situation. This is not to embrace the claims of a crude
constructivism to the effect that all meaning is created ex
nihilo, but only to argue that whenever we conceptualize a
particular part of reality, this necessarily occurs within the
boundaries of what already makes sense for us. Ideas about
what is worthwhile, about the nature of a human being,
necessarily enter into the picture. That is why we cannot
without further qualification make statements such as that
‘European explorers brought civilization to primitive people’.
Unlike earlier generations we are aware that what is civilized
and what is primitive can be contested. Similarly, the com-
mon claim that a particular approach to a problem ‘works’, or
that research should endeavour to discover ‘what works’,
must not be allowed to conceal how much is dependent on
just how ‘what works’ is defined. Unacknowledged meta-
physical and ethical assumptions are usually lurking here:
for instance to the effect that this or that is an acceptable
way of achieving results. Many researchers do not seem to be
any longer aware of things in terms of their multifarious
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meanings and interconnections, but isolate them in order to
study their ‘reality’ and then worry about how they are linked
and connected to each other. We do this because we are
unwilling to live with complexity. To replace scientism and
doctrinaire empiricism with a more modest view of science is
perhaps the first step towards wisdom. Of course this does not
mean that ‘scientific method’ has no role at all to play within
social science, but that it must make out the case for its
relevance in each particular instance against other approaches
that also offer insight and understanding, whether in conjunc-
tion with measurement and statistics or apart from them.

An Interpretive Stance

What we seem to need is an idea of research that gives up a
number of the old binaries such as values/facts, objective/
engaged, researcher/practitioner, concept/fact, and qualita-
tive/quantitative. Not that these issues do not matter, but
they seem to be dated given certain ‘developments’ in phi-
losophy itself. The disdain directed at some of the
achievements of so-called postmodern philosophy is hardly
an issue here. I will therefore characterize educational
research differently and avoid the so-called philosophical/
empirical dichotomy. So if we start afresh, what is it that we
should bear in mind when we gather data that are relevant
and come up with insights that are valuable for theory and
practice, again not to be seen as different domains, but rather
as different ways of dealing with the envisaged problems?
Much of the aforementioned oppositions or dichotomies
tend to, unfortunately, lead a life of their own. Instead of
being helpful they obscure the full picture of what is at stake.
A more fruitful metaphor may be to see these as two sides of
the same coin. The fairy tale that it is possible to isolate
(observable) factors and still deal with something that is
relevant in future cases, should once and for all be buried.
The most a researcher can come up with is a new angle that
might be helpful for particular problems. And it is not clear
beforehand, which problems may be solved and which
others may be generated through particular interventions.
Judgment involves experience and the development of wis-
dom through participation in a community of practice
(practitioners and scholars). Weighing the evidence and
foremost arguments, that is, judgment as Richard Smith
(2006) uses that term, may seem more crucial than so-called
empirically based know-how.

The pitfalls of this positivist stance have been long
clear. Our move should therefore be in the opposite direc-
tion, that is in accepting that concepts, theories, reasons etc.
always presuppose a background in order to make sense. It is
similar but broader than the position which argues that all
sciences are theory-laden. If this is correct there is no longer
a need to rule out causes or observed regularities when
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explaining human action. Do they too not presuppose a
meaningful context? To give a causal explanation of
human behaviour then only refers to the fact that it is
described in certain terms, in the same sense as an explana-
tion in terms of reasons presupposes a background of shared
understanding. Some human actions may thus be chara-
cterized in terms of causes and effects, but it may also be
possible to give descriptions in terms of regularities
(how antecedent variables go together with subsequent
conditions) or to refer to reasons. Some activities may
almost exclusively be understood by using one type of
explanation, while in other cases several will be possible.
Thus whether something is really explained, or whether
‘reality’ here is merely a matter of not being fictitious,
should not necessarily invoke a correspondence theory of
truth where sense data are the exclusive building blocks.
Instead, as Winch rightly argued, it is always about ‘what
is real for us’. It goes without saying that answering a
research question in terms of causes and effects will not
generate an answer in terms of the understanding of those
involved. But this kind of circularity is not to be regretted, as
it is characteristic of all explanation. Science, as for that
matter any kind of explanation, will always take the data
which are to be interpreted at a next higher step of abstrac-
tion, thus invoking a particular theoretical construction
which makes sense. This is a circular process in which
each level is taken to account for, to derive from, or to
elaborate on the other. Thus instances are explained by
patterns and patterns by instances. Clearly, here it is not
prediction that may exclusively provide us with a point of
reference, nor is the method of the natural sciences the only
way to come to valid conclusions. But even if the possibility
of prediction is what one is interested in, even then a mean-
ingful background cannot be absent. How could it possibly
be doubted that we always start from making distinctions in
terms of what makes sense for us? For example and at a
slightly higher stage of abstraction, there seems at first sight
to be a so-called objective point of reference in medicine
(being healthy, living longer etc.). But it is not only the case
that surgery or medication can have side-effects which may
prompt one to give up on a particular treatment, there is also
the debate about quality of life which plays a role in this
decision process. And, as is clear for instance from the area
of environmental ethics, there are in many cases conflicting
interests that have to be dealt with. We have to decide for
example whether to safeguard a particular wildlife area or to
build in that location a new airport, thus relieving thousands
of people of aircraft noise.

An adequate methodology of the social sciences should
therefore combine causal explanation with intentional
understanding. Following Bohman (1997), I too accept that
hermeneutic philosophers of social science — he mentions
Taylor and Maclntyre — are in danger of ignoring this due to
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their one-sided arguments, ruling out every kind of causal
explanation in this context, and also due to their claim that
all explanations are supervenient on actors’ own interpreta-
tion of their actions. Understanding the reality we live in
demands an understanding of nature itself but also of the
kind of beings we are. And if one accepts that human beings
are of a different kind than physical objects, it follows that
they have to be studied at least partly in a different manner.
Moreover, the conceptualisation of social (and political)
problems demands an ever-renewed rethinking of reality
with similar instruments. To think again can only mean to
think from a different point of view what one is trying to
understand (and perhaps, change). It will be clear that an
investigation of what exists is only a starting-point. What is
at stake shifts to what is at stake for someone (again for the
other and for myself), where the other is recognized in her
personal struggle as an emotional being, is, unstructured
justice. Rigid approaches to social (and political) problems
will have to be complemented by a more flexible ethical
sensibility. To see the other is to look for the way in which
she expresses herself, gives shape to herself in the struggle
with herself. But to touch the other is also to confront the
other with one’s own struggle by means of the evocative
instruments that are at my disposal. That we inevitably ‘vio-
late’ the other is clear enough. After all, the understanding of
the other is at the same time a negation and a constitutive
affirmation. We understand the other as an intentional object
that we crave to understand. We want to read the story of the
other, too often without recognizing the illegibility of her
story. This does not necessarily imply that we would not be
able to understand her or do not want to do justice to her.
The reading of the story of the other is however at the same
time a reading which has interfered with my own story. What
rests for us is to surrender to the intersection of this reading
with its reader, and to what this does to us. Thinking about the
nature of a story, not only in educational research as the raw
data one starts from but of educational research itself, may be a
way to do justice to the study of education. On the one hand a
story can be conceived as what joins people together, on the
other hand as what can only ‘show’. If educational research
can be heterogeneous and produce different (kinds of) results
and moreover can be presented in various ways, if different
stories can be told, if it joins in dialogical speaking and doing,
this implies that it can no longer be described as quantitative or
quantitative, but instead as interpretative. Indeed, the fateful
mistake would therefore be to attempt to say something about
what must be happening when we see (or otherwise experi-
ence) one thing or another, to be so and so. This characterizes
an attitude not even of keepers of truth but of registrars of truth,
something that we cannot become without losing ourselves, as
Baz (2003) claims. To say that educational research has to be
interpretive echoes furthermore Mulhall’s (2000) position that
interpreting “. .. things into practical life has no distinctive

structure or principles because it is fundamentally not based on
the following of some pre-given set of rules; it depends upon
imagination, the ability to see connections, the creative shap-
ing of one’s sense of how aspects of human experience hang
together or fail to do so” (p. 264).

Educational Research: Taking Part
in the Ongoing Debate

Affeldt (1998, p. 31) argues that we should be hesitant about
the use of criteria because they may be seen as marks and
features which ‘tell us” when the application of a concept is
licensed, and by articulating grammatical relations among
our concepts ‘tell us’ what exactly we have said in any
particular instance of applying a concept. They should not
be seen as determining, that is, what our concepts mean and
to what else we (must) have committed ourselves or made
ourselves responsible in employing a particular concept
(cf. p. 5). In a similar vein content analysis of interview
protocols, horizontal and vertical analyses of case studies,
and the use of observation categories (stipulating a neutral
description in behavioural terms), diffuse us from the partic-
ular in the name of objectivity and generalizability. There is
something that may be called a first-person aspect that is
present in the story the researcher presents. Yet in another
sense she seems to claim to speak for others. Her endeavour
therefore involves a peculiar mixture of self-reliance and
vulnerability. What she does is only reminding her audience
of the very possibility of a different scenario. If the
researcher claims to sense something others fail to see,
there may be no agreed-upon procedure by means of which
the issue can be solved. One cannot decide in advance what
projections are tolerable. But this is not that different from
how we are situated in a moral debate.

I will conclude with a number of characteristics that in
my opinion therefore mark the nature of educational
research. I suggest that it may be better to speak of educa-
tional research or the study of education (1), than of an
educational science, given the connotations the concept
‘science’ has in the English language. Furthermore, what
has been argued for concerning human behaviour should
also characterize the study of educational phenomena. That
means that various modes of explanation (2) may find their
place in trying to understand what is involved in teaching
pupils and students, in child-rearing, in continuing education
and in educational policy and evaluation, and so on. There is
indeed no need for a single method nor to prioritize one, but
as Wittgenstein argues concerning philosophy: “There is not
a philosophical method, though there are indeed methods,
like different therapies” (Wittgenstein 1953, #133). Much
will depend on the problem that is studied, but also on the
kind of theoretical interest (3) one is pursuing. Whether or
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not the proposed measures work is another matter, but
clearly if an educational researcher studied this issue for
instance in the context of policy research, she would have
to take such empirical outcomes into consideration. This
moreover points to something outlined at various places in
this chapter, that social research does not give us fixed and
universal knowledge of the social world as such, but that
it rather contributes to the task of improving upon our prac-
tical knowledge of ongoing social life (4). That this
presupposes dialogue between all those involved (5) goes
without saying. But when we realize that there are many and
often highly contested versions of participants’ self-
interpretation, we will also see that though the latter are
the only plausible starting place, more is needed for good
dialogical and social scientific practice. Here science is no
longer seen as disinterested and value-free: instead there
does not seem to be strict boundaries between science and
society. In her contribution the researcher as, the interpretive
pluralist, will among other things explore the operation of
many different practical norms, thus through her interpreta-
tion make implicit norms explicit. But she will also and in
my opinion necessarily invoke a normative stance (6). Here
facts are no longer seen as exclusively made to refer to
objective things in the world or things in themselves, neither
are values seen as subjective states of the mind. In avoiding
these and other conceptual confusions science reveals itself
instead as a performative intervention. As Winch argued,
what matters is ‘what is real for us’. Though the researcher’s
work is in this sense also of a political nature, it does not
coincide with that of the practitioner or the politician. The
writing of research may be seen as a case of positive slow-
ness (7) that prevents us from being absorbed in the chaos of
unmediated complexity. It allows us time to think and is
performed at some distance in the interest of perspective
and justice.

In some sense educational research too is an educational
practice, perhaps only of a slightly different kind. The reflec-
tion that is offered is philosophically engaged and will
necessarily go beyond the empirical. It will go beyond
means-end, instrumental reasoning and is thus unsettling in
contrast to the kind of empirical research which draws on
and reinforces the pull of precisely that kind of reasoning.
This kind of reflective research does not sacrifice itself on
the altar of prediction. And though it may want to start from
the wisdom to be found in common sense, it will go beyond
that in realizing a person’s own values, in coming across new
possibilities for education.
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Abstract

Paul Smeyers argues convincingly that ‘educational research should be seen as a performative
intervention’: in effect, as a move in a language game. This chapter explores some of the
controversial implications of this position, construing it as contributing to a broader philo-
sophical debate about realist and relativist orientations in educational research that raises
many issues about research, policy and practice. The challenge for the relativist is to articulate
a set of criteria for arbitrating between incommensurable positions. Smeyers, drawing on the
later Wittgenstein, adopts the concept of the language game, but does not consider (other than
in passing) the radical implications of its deployment in the postmodern literature, most
notably by Jean-Frangois Lyotard. Smeyers also (perhaps for lack of space) employs an
unproblematised conception of causation to progress his argument. It is suggested that the
consequences of fully embracing Wittgenstein and/or Lyotard in educational research would
be far reaching, involving more than the embracing of an interpretive paradigm as commonly

construed.
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Introduction

This chapter should be seen as a complement to that of Paul
Smeyers rather than as a critique. Smeyers’ argument is
sound and compelling, as far as it goes. Drawing on Peter
Winch and Wittgenstein, Smeyers makes the case for inter-
pretive research (and for understanding research as interpre-
tation, however it is undertaken) clearly and convincingly.
It might nevertheless be argued that Smeyers takes cer-
tain philosophical positions for granted in making his case.
While this may be for pragmatic or operational reasons (we
all have to take certain things for granted as Wittgenstein, for
one, was keen to remind us [Wittgenstein 2001]), the
problematisation of one of Smeyers’ key assumptions
opens a new set of philosophical debates that have profound
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epistemological and ontological implications, of relevance
to educational researchers. This is his assumption about
causality.

Causes, Reasons, Habits and Prompts

Smeyers takes an established line in contrasting science, that
operates on the assumption of natural laws and causality,
with the human concerns of interpretation, reason and lan-
guage. This contrast underpins, as he shows, our conceptions
of human reality and thus drives our methodological choices
as researchers. So far, so good. However, what is overlooked
here is the rich philosophical debate around causality and its
relation to human reason, language and interpretation; this
broad debate also encompasses certain tensions within the
philosophy of science. This debate has been carried out
among philosophers in the Anglophone empiricist tradition
as well as in Continental movements such as Gadamerian
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hermeneutics and Francophone poststructuralism. To leave
this unproblematised is, in effect, to acquiesce in a kind of
humanism that accepts mind-body dualism uncritically.

The Scottish empiricist, David Hume, offered a strong
critique of conceptions of causation in An Enquiry
Concerning Human Understanding (Hume 2008), in which
he argues that all that human beings can know is that certain
events tend to follow other certain events; we may attribute
this to causation and natural law but such an attribution is no
more than an extrapolation of our own experience. Perhaps
because of the immense influence and almost universal
applicability of Newtonian physics, that operated on quite
the opposite assumption (i.e. that human beings discover the
operations of natural law through science), Hume’s sceptical
voice within the great tradition of British empiricism is often
overlooked. However, it is an argument that is not easily
countered: the patterns that we find in the universe and make
work for us through applying them in our technologies are
not necessarily prior to our finding of them. We may simply
be engaged in a huge modelling exercise to which all forms
of research variously contribute. We are not logically
obliged to comply with a correspondence theory.

To varying extents, Hume’s scepticism finds its legacy
among philosophers in the pragmatic tradition. For
pragmatists, an entity is definable only in terms of its effects
or uses:

Consider what effects, which might conceivably have practical
bearings, we conceive the object of our conception to have.
Then, our conception of these effects is the whole of our con-
ception of the object.

(Peirce 1878, p. 293)

On this account, concepts and propositions must be
judged with respect to their explanatory and instrumental
power rather than their correspondence to prior external
reality. This does not imply that all pragmatists are anti-
realists. Peirce himself argued simultaneously for human
meaning making as semiosis and for such a semiotic to be
progressive. That is, he began to see reasoning (indeed, all
sense-making) as part of the forward movement of the uni-
verse. On Peirce’s account, human action and interpretation
cannot validly be divorced from natural processes.

At least by 1907, Peirce would recognise that the end of semiosis
of the highest kind is an intellectual habit, which realization may
lead us to wonder whether .. .[a]... basic element that is active
in the universe, habit-taking, is a form of semiosis, and if that is
what imparts the teleological current that Peirce finds in
evolution.

(Houser 2000, pp. Ixxxiii—-iv)

Space is insufficient here to give a full account of Peirce’s
thinking, but it might be illustrated by means of two simple
examples. On one level, it is easy to find examples of how
human response interacts and interferes with the operation of
natural forces: it is a hot day, so I switch on the air-
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conditioning in my office, thus reducing the air temperature
and also, perhaps, releasing warming CO2 into the atmo-
sphere. However, this example does not serve to
problematise the laws of nature in themselves. To achieve
the latter would entail consideration of the limits of semiosis.
A pansemiotic argument, inspired by the later Peirce, can
progress as follows. If a supposedly rational human being
acts, as in the above case, by responding to natural signals,
and such actions impact on non-rational and even non-
conscious nature, so presumably do non-rational beings.
For example, as all creatures seek comfortable environments
they adapt both themselves and those environments. Peirce
would have been influenced by Darwin and the new theories
of evolution that pointed to all natural entities developing
through such environmental adaptation. On this account, it is
not easy to draw a firm dividing line between the adapting
organism and the environment to be adapted to: each is
implicated in the other. Furthermore, the relationship of
each, in relation to the other, changes in ways that often
seem arbitrary. On this account, there is no absolute qualita-
tive distinction between science and human interpretation,
for each is part of the same set of semiotic processes. Fur-
thermore, ‘semiotic processes’ on this account have become
more than processes of conscious sign use: Darwinian adap-
tation is at odds with mind-body dualism.

Even within the Analytic tradition (that largely, but not
entirely, eschews Peirce) there has been renewed interest in
recent years in the relationship between causes and reasons,
notably in the work of Donald Davidson, and then John
McDowell, whose Mind and World (1996) is to a large extent
aresponse to Davidson. Space here does not allow an account
of either Davidson’s anomalous monism or McDowell’s for-
mulation of human Second Nature. The pertinent point is that,
while neither Davidson nor McDowell rejects the specialness
of human nature and its operation within the ‘space of
reasons’ (after Sellars 2008), each acknowledges that the
division between human reason and natural cause is far
from clear-cut: (some) reasons can perhaps be causal (in
some sense). Of course, a fully naturalistic account, taking
on Peirce’s semiotic and evolutionary commitments, might
lead one to reject the specialness of the human altogether.
This position, rejected by McDowell as ‘bald naturalism’
(though somewhat summarily: Stables 2010), but approached
by Peirce’s direct heir John Dewey (e.g. Dewey 2000), would
simply see human reasoning and interpretation as either the
working of natural laws or as part of the ongoing work of
nature that is not necessarily law-governed.

Methodological choices do indeed, as Smeyers argues,
rely on where we stand in relation to these issues. However,
there is no automatic either/or choice to be made between
science as the clarification of the application of universal law
and interpretive research as the qualitatively different explo-
ration of human experience. Philosophers of science often
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acknowledge this. Smeyers asserts “this Popperian move
towards truth” but goes on to remind us that “no certainty
about this or that could be reached” (p. X). Indeed, Popper
construes scientific hypothesis as a series of attempts to
falsify (Popper 1963); arguably, on Popper’s account, sci-
ence can only get better at telling us what is not the case
rather than that which certainly is.

Finally, it should be noted in relation to this point that
Smeyers is working, as we philosophers of education tend to
work, within the Western tradition, which tends to divide
causation from reasoning. The Buddhist and Hindu concept
of karma, for example, makes no such distinction. When the
universe is construed as all mind, then what is experienced
as matter is subject to, inter alia, human intentions. The
Western mind-body substance dualist tradition, that owes a
great deal to Plato and Descartes, separates mind from mat-
ter, and thus reason from cause, but does not enjoy universal
legitimation in so doing.

To return to Smeyers’ argument, he notes that “it is at least
conceivable that there are logical limits to what research may
offer — which is far from saying that anything goes” (p. 68). In
other words, Smeyers cautions us to acknowledge the poten-
tial limits of educational research; this point holds true even if
we reject the cause-reason divide, since research can never
capture the whole range of human reasoning, sense-making,
or experience. In effect, he is urging us to acknowledge a
degree of epistemological relativism in research though this
does not necessarily imply ontological anti-realism any more
than its reverse. The acknowledgement of any such relativism
raises problems for researchers, however. What are the
criteria that should be used to adjudicate between varying
necessarily partial and inconsistent research accounts? Is edu-
cational research invalid if it cannot provide clear and unam-
bivalent answers?

It is at this point that Wittgenstein can come to at least a
partial rescue. Lyotard can take us further, but into contro-
versial areas for researchers. Each suggests that there can be
no set of overarching criteria but that new thinking in any
area is analogous to a move in a game — though that move
might, particularly on Lyotard’s account, modify the game
itself.

The Language Game: From
Wittgenstein to Lyotard

A central concern of Wittgentstein’s Philosophical
Investigations (Wittgenstein 1967) seems to be that concepts
cannot be divorced from contexts. That is, what something
means, linguistically, can only be understood in terms of the
‘language game’ being played, and each language game is
itself part of a ‘form of life’. To take an everyday example

(not used by Wittgenstein), ‘multiplication” means some-
thing different used in an arithmetical context than in a
non-mathematical context: when God told his chosen people
to ‘go forth and multiply’, he did not presumably intend to
mean ‘multiply by one quarter’. This has radical
implications for the practice of philosophy itself, for episte-
mology and for education. For philosophers, language
imposes the limits of what can be explained; philosophers,
therefore, should aim to clarify how language games work
and concepts work within them, as concepts cannot be
understood independent of context and only the ‘that’ and
the ‘how’, and not the ‘why’, of a language game is poten-
tially explicable. On epistemology and education, the chal-
lenge is similarly stark. Consider the following:

Try not to think of understanding as a ‘mental process’ at all. —
For that is the expression which confuses you. But ask yourself, in
what sort of case, in what kind of circumstances, do we say, “Now
I know how to go on”. ..

(Wittgenstein 1967, S154)

Understanding, on this account, involves knowing how to
play specific language games. It comes from immersion in
those games and not from a detached rational process of
working out.

Lyotard’s adoption of the language game in The Postmod-
ern Condition (Lyotard 1984) offers more radical challenges
still. Lyotard argues that the modern (cf. postmodern) condi-
tion has been characterised by universal acceptance of a series
of ‘grand narrative[s]’, “such as the dialectics of Spirit, the
hermeneutics of meaning, the emancipation of the rational
or working subject, or the creation of wealth” (Lyotard 1984,
p- xxiii). One such grand narrative is that of science, many of
whose adherents deny its narrativity. The postmodern condi-
tion, by contrast, is characterised by ‘incredulity towards
metanarratives’ (p. xxiv) on the grounds that not only are all
activities recognisable as narratives, but also none can claim
universal legitimation, including science, which only permits
of certain sorts of knowledge and learning. ‘Postmodern
knowledge’, therefore, is not simply a tool of the authorities;
it refines our sensitivity to differences and reinforces our
ability to tolerate the incommensurable’ (p. xxv). It effec-
tively replaces the grand regits of modernity with the petit
regits of a culture characterised by sub-cultures. Lyotard goes
on to describe the language game as his ‘method’ in The
Postmodern Condition (p. 9ft.). As for Wittgenstein, the lan-
guage game has absolute priority for Lyotard: it is ‘already the
social bond’ (p. 15), while the self exists in a ‘fabric of
relations’ (ibid.). Also like Wittgenstein, Lyotard explicitly
addresses issues of learning and understanding, arguing in the
chapter ‘The Pragmatics of Narrative Knowledge’ (Chapter 6,
p. 18ff.) that ‘science is a subset of learning’ (p. 18) not its
totality. Indeed, even science does not develop in the narrowly
rational linear fashion that is sometimes claimed, but rather by
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‘paralogy’ which ‘is not under the command of the system’
(p. 61). (This argument is reminiscent of Thomas Kuhn’s
theory of scientific revolutions: Kuhn 1996.) Science, which
often seems to valorise only deductive inference, in fact relies
on more than deduction itself to progress, according to
Lyotard, as according to Kuhn. Put alternatively, some
moves in language games change the games.

There is a serious political implication here that goes far
beyond the superficial acknowledgement that scientists
sometimes ‘think outside the box’. A society that offers
narrow scientific logic as having universal legitimation will
increasingly disregard the associative, paralogical capacities
of human beings in favour of the purely ‘performative’
intelligence of the machine. One implication, shared by
many contemporary commentators, is that educational
debate, starved of a recognition of cultural difference and
debate over aims and values, becomes constrained into a
delivery model, whereby students and teachers are merely
components in a grand social machine designed to produce
results in relation to prespecified criteria. Lyotard’s adoption
of the Wittgensteinian language game poses a set of political
as well as methodological challenges for researchers.

The Other and Responsibility for the Unknown:
The Case for a Postmodern Ethic in Education
and Research

Acceptance of Smeyers’ carefully worked argument in
favour of both interpretive research and methodological
pluralism rests on a prior acceptance that all research, of
whatever kind, can only offer a partial perspective on reality.
Why then do research at all? The answer, in part, depends on
where we are to consider the power really lies. If there is
some overriding single set of truths about education, then
there needs to be a multiplicity of approaches to discovering
it. (This position we might describe as thin methodological
relativism.) If, however, there is in effect no educational
grand narrative at all, then educational truths are
constructed, not discovered, inter alia, by research. This
thick methodological relativism allows for the judging of
research according to its explanatory power, but this takes us
little further: power for whom, and to do what?

Educational research is riddled with normative
assumptions. (Not just educational research: note the recent
controversies around climate change research, where scepti-
cism is often regarded as synonymous with denial.) The
questions for researchers, as for teachers and policy makers,
are often of the ‘how should’ rather than the ‘how does’
variety. Research often rests on the assumption that key
concepts, such as ‘education’ and ‘learning’: (a) refer to uni-
versal acknowledged human goods, and (b) have core
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universal meanings. Thus they are effectively both reified
and mystified (see Stables 2008). However, Wittgenstein and
Lyotard show us that there is no reason to assume universal
legitimation for either of these terms. To take either philoso-
pher seriously is to call into question the normative
assumptions of educational researchers, whose work as a
consequence can no longer be valorised as a consequence of
their commitments to absolute moral values, fixed intellectual
standards, social justice, ecological sustainability or any other
value system (though these things will be valorised in certain
ways in certain language games). The prime motivation for
researchers should not be trying to improve education or
learning for all; rather, it should be firstly on clarifying
concepts within language games and practices within forms
of life and secondly on developing, paralogically, radical
perspectives that serve to disrupt and problematise those
games and forms of life. The primary focus in the first case
should be on ascertaining what ‘education’ and ‘learning’
mean in particular language games: it should be descriptive
rather than normative. The emphasis in the second case should
be on developing alternative accounts that have explanatory
power: that is, that are recognised as new without falling into
the trap of assuming the possibility of a private language
(Wittgenstein  1967). Neither Wittgenstein nor Lyotard
supports solipsism: educational research cannot go far by
simply declaring, ‘I want’ or even ‘I think’. This is not to
deny the role of theory but to acknowledge that theories inform
interpretations variously. Scepticism, clarification and a spirit
of play might therefore drive (even) educational research more
strongly than reification and political or ethical commitment.
Researchers could spend more of their time clarifying how
schools actually work, for example, taking into account the
perspectives and actions of all actors, rather than arguing about
how they can be improved according to a one-dimensional set
of performative criteria. In a rather old-fashioned way, educa-
tional researchers would be well advised to return to a more
open-minded commitment to finding things out irrespective of
their assumptions. On the other hand, they might also
acknowledge the rich potential of unexpected connection and
the potential power of the as-yet untried inference.

There may be no ultimate causes for researchers to discover
in either the physical or the social sciences. It may be that
education, whatever it is, is driven as much unconsciously as
consciously. It may be that schools are temporary social phe-
nomena. It may be that when different groups of people
involved in different forms of life use terms such as ‘educa-
tion’ or ‘learning’, they mean different things by them, and that
not all of those things are desirable: it may be that even
different groups within a single school differ on this. However,
the powerful insights will not come from mere ambition,
desperation or wishful thinking. Researchers, however, can
certainly pay more attention to the petit regits of individuals
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and subcultures. This process of exploration and clarification
might prove more richly educationally rewarding for all
concerned than does much current ‘educational’ research.
Rationalists could welcome such research because it clarifies
concepts. Empiricists might value it because it respects and
illuminates experience. Humanists might value it because it
valorises human aspirations, and naturalists may support it
because it charts adaptation. Last but not least, it can be argued
that democratic governments should want to fund such
research insofar as they are democrats and therefore respect,
and need to hear, the voices of the people whom they serve.
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Abstract

The chapter develops a specific perspective for thinking about the educational potential of
research, related precisely to a very specific conception of research that might be particu-
larly important for educational research. In contrast to the common knowledge-oriented/
based way of doing research, the existential-ethical oriented way of doing research is
explored. In the latter type of research, the existential and ethical conditions of the
researcher are always at stake, and precisely for that reason her research is always clearly
a form of self-education, i.e. research as education. Due to an existential-ethical transfor-
mation, the researcher, when speaking about her research results, can claim: “This truth that
I say to you, well, you see it in myself”. The knowledge-oriented researcher makes a
different claim: “This truth that I say to you, well, the method and my disinterested research
attitude prove it is based on true/valid knowledge.” Elaborating on the later work of Michel
Foucault, we explore the value of the existential-ethical way of doing research, suggesting
philosophy of education (as a way of life) as being part of education research, and finally
we attempt to reformulate the Humboldtian idea of ‘education through research’.

Keywords
Educational research and research as education « Education through research,
Humboldt « Ethics and research « Michel Foucault « Philosophy of education, philosophy

as education, philosophy as a way of life

Introduction: Research and Education

Investigations of educational research often concern them-
selves with the modalities of the research process: epistemo-
logical, psychological, deontological/ethical, sociological,
financial and organisational discussions of the practice of
educational research. This paper explores educational
research practices in another way. Instead of ‘research on
education’, we want to explore ‘research as education’ or,
related to the field of philosophy of education: ‘philosophy
as education’. The educational potential of research how-
ever, is usually either taken for granted or lost from sight.
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When these issues are mentioned two (related) perspectives
are usually deployed (Simons 2006; Simons and Elen 2007).
We will discuss these perspectives briefly because it helps us
clarify our own, third perspective on education and research,
the focus of this chapter.

In the first perspective on the relation between education
and research, the output of research is regarded as a valuable
input for education. Research is discussed in terms of the
production of knowledge and it is assumed that the distribu-
tion and transfer of knowledge towards students should
function as a form of education, or at least opening up the
space for learning processes; it is an input for the accumula-
tion, change, or construction of knowledge by the student.
Similarly, it is assumed that research is a form of education
for the researcher herself; her research results lead to an
accumulation, or at least a change in her knowledge basis.
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In this line of reasoning, educational research, like all other
kinds of research or academic inquiry, is a resource for
students/researchers in their education.

In the second perspective, the process and practice of
research is the central focus. Several voices can be heard
here. First, research can be approached as the field of prac-
tice for future researchers to learn their job. Another voice
suggests that the process of research, and in particular issues
related to methodology, can become the inputs for students
to learn research competencies in view of their future role in
what today is called ‘the knowledge society’. (This voice
could also be placed under the first perspective if the trans-
mitted knowledge on research methods is the output of
specific methodological research.) A third voice claims that
‘participation in research’ is not just useful for students to
become future researchers, but is in itself a very particular
form of ‘education’ or ‘learning process’ and leads to a kind
of ‘general education’ or ‘edification’. This voice refers to
the idea of ‘education through research’ as it is used within
the Humboldtian tradition of the (research) university
(cf. Masschelein 2004; Simons 2006). We will focus in
more detail on this tradition, which ‘inspired’ the modern
‘research universities’ all over the world, because as a tradi-
tion it informs the problematic we discuss in this chapter.

According to Humboldt, the university should be a place
for research (as academic inquiry) where students receive a
general education through participating in its research
(Humboldt, 1810/1959; Simons 2006). It is a ‘general’ type
of education, according to Humboldt, because academic
inquiry, and the unifying (philosophical) reflexivity that is
part of it, is oriented towards the ‘universal’ or ‘the truth’ (or
the ability to grasp reality in its totality). Because for
Humboldt research is an endless process, it is not just the
research output that is important but the research process and
the research attitude (and specifically the orientation towards
the truth) that is institutionalised at the (modern) university.
Hence, ‘education through research’ (at the university) is
regarded as the condition to bring about a (method based)
‘reflexivity’ leading to truly ‘enlightened -citizenship’.
Throughout the twentieth century and until now there have
been attempts to actualize this idea of ‘education through
research’ (Jaspers 1961; Schelsky 1979; Habermas 1990;
Mittelstrass 1994), and still today universities all over the
world refer to the principle of academic research as a context
of and tool for academic education. Finally, it is suggested
that ‘education through research’ is an ongoing principle for
the academic herself — her research, and the kind of reflex-
ivity that is asked from her, by for instance, being involved
in theoretical and methodological debates, should result in
an ongoing learning process.

Both perspectives, and the different voices within each
perspective, seem to reveal something about the educational
or learning potential of research (on education) for the
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researcher and for students and society. We can rephrase
this potential in view of the task of the modern research
university, or the perceived role of higher education, in the
current knowledge society as follows: (higher) education is
based on research, and research is a process that produces
valid (and reliable, relevant...) knowledge (and is hence
based on scientific method and inspired by a scientific
research ethos). All this might sound self-evident. And
according to us, it is evident indeed as long as one
approaches and practises research as the process of knowl-
edge production and assumes a scientific reflexivity that is
guided by scientific method and inspired by a disinterested
or objective research attitude.

The aim of this chapter however, is to explore a third
perspective to think about the educational potential of
research, and related precisely to a very different conception
of research — one that might be particularly important for
educational research. Inspired by the later work of Michel
Foucault, we want to make a distinction between a know!l-
edge-oriented/based and an existential-ethical oriented way
of doing research. In the latter type of research, the existen-
tial and ethical conditions of the researcher are always at
stake, and precisely for that reason her research is always
clearly a form of self-education. Self-education however, as
we will clarify, does not mean an accumulation of or change
in knowledge, but a reflexivity that leads to a transformation
of the mode of existence of the researcher herself, and this
transformation is approached as the condition for her ‘to see
and speak the truth’. Due to the existential-ethical transfor-
mation, the researcher, when speaking about her research
results, can claim: “This truth that I say to you, well, you see
it in myself” (Foucault 2001, p. 391). The knowledge-
oriented researcher makes a different claim: “This truth
that I say to you, well, the method and my disinterested
research attitude prove it is based on true/valid knowledge.”

In sum, the aim of the chapter is to explore a kind of
research on education that implies first and foremost a spe-
cific kind of transformation of the researcher herself and
leads to a particular kind of truth telling. Reformulated in a
very particular and compact way, we want to indicate that
research involves a kind of self-formation, and that this self-
formation can be regarded as part of philosophy (as a way of
life). This will help us to reformulate, at the end of the
chapter, the Humboldtian idea of ‘education through
research’. We are well aware that exploring this existential
and ethical perspective, and thus leaving the taken for
granted and familiar road of knowledge-oriented research,
is risky. This attempt could indeed be disqualified in advance
as ‘non-scientific’, ‘non-argumentative’, ‘not relying on a
scientific method or style of reasoning’, or ‘not being
motivated by a disinterested attitude’. We do have to keep
in mind however, that the criteria of these judgements all
rely on the knowledge-oriented/based perspective. Thus this
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chapter is an attempt to question the common understanding
of research and the criteria commonly used to judge
research, or at least to bring about a de-familiarization of
common conceptions on ‘education through research’.

Access to the Truth, Knowledge,
Self-Transformation

We will elaborate the alternative perspective on research and
truth telling by drawing on the investigations of the later
works of Foucault and particularly on his 1981-1982 courses
at the College de France under the title, The Hermeneutics of
the Subject (Foucault 2001)." One leading question in the
series of courses where he carefully studies Greek and
Roman antiquity is: how can people have access to the
truth?, how can people become truth-tellers?, or what is the
price of having access to the truth? (Adorno 1996, p. 122).
Foucault distinguishes two traditions that answer this ques-
tion in particular ways. Let us focus in more detail on these
traditions.

The first tradition, which emerged in Greek antiquity and
is dominant today, claims that it is ‘knowledge’ that offers
access to the truth and that in order to have ‘true knowledge’,
certain conditions related to the act of knowing and the
position of the knower have to be taken into account. Gener-
ally speaking, two kinds of conditions for knowledge pro-
duction are to be distinguished (Foucault 2001, p. 19). There
are internal conditions or conditions at the level of the act of
knowing, or what is called today, the ‘process of knowledge
construction or production’. These conditions are related to
the research method or to the structure of the object of
knowledge and they guarantee the ‘validity’ — to be under-
stood in a broad sense — of knowledge. External conditions
are those conditions that refer to the position of the
researcher, but are external to the researcher herself. What
is meant by this is the complex of societal or cultural rules,
norms and values that are required to produce, in a ‘reliable’
way, scientific knowledge and to have access to the truth. An
example of such cultural requirement would be being for-
mally trained (and qualified) as a researcher, or being
prepared to inscribe oneself into the consensus of the scien-
tific community. Examples of moral conditions are: to dem-
onstrate effort; not to cheat or be deceptive; and to find an
acceptable combination of financial interests (and interests
related to position and career) on the one hand, and the

! This essay can be read as an attempt to apply Foucault’s courses at the
College de France, that are published as ‘L herméneutique du sujet’, to
educational research (Foucault 2001). In this essay we (mostly) refer to
the original French version of the work of Foucault and use our own
English translation.
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norms of disinterested inquiry on the other (Foucault 2001,
p. 19). These sets of conditions are, of course, not exhaus-
tive; they have developed throughout history and various
combinations between internal and external conditions can
be made. What should be clear by this sketch however, is
that conditions such as these determine the price that has to
be paid to have access to the truth via the production of
scientific knowledge.

In view of the above description it probably needs little
by way of clarification that this tradition has culminated in
the forms of modern scientific research and academic
inquiry that rely on scientific method and a disinterested
and objective research ethos, for the ‘production of true
knowledge’. This tradition has been institutionalised at the
modern, Humboldtian research university. Perhaps due to
the familiarity with this knowledge-based/oriented configu-
ration of doing research, we lose sight that it is but one
particular way of having access to the truth. Foucault helps
us become attentive to another tradition and configuration.

A less common tradition claims that access to the truth
requires a transformation of the self. While the knowledge-
based/oriented tradition assumes that, in principle, everyone
has access to truth on the basis of being a human being (at
least if conditions at the level of knowledge are taken into
account), the second tradition, which could be called the
existential-ethical, spiritual or ascetic tradition, assumes
that a transformation of the ‘mode of being of the subject’
is required. In line with Foucault, and contrary to our current
(e.g. Christian or New Age) framings of the concepts ‘spiri-
tual’ and ‘ascetic’, these do not refer to practices of self-
denial and self-renunciation, but (in line with the classic
Greek understanding of the term) to intellectual (and other)
exercises or practices “whose special role is to permit
attention to and transformation of the self” (Hunter 2001,
pp- 21-22; cf. Rabinow 2003, p. 8). From this viewpoint, and
unlike in the first configuration, there is no access to the truth
without transforming oneself.

Thus, in both traditions and configurations of inquiry and
doing research, people have to meet certain conditions or
have ‘to pay a price’ in order to have access to the truth, but
the conditions and price differ: either a transformation of the
self, or conditions related to knowledge. It will come as no
surprise that we argue that it is interesting to look at research
(on education) that is part of the existential-ethical configu-
ration, and to regard the transformation of the self as the
(‘educational’) price that the researcher has to pay in order to
have access to the truth, or to become a truth-teller.

We want to stress that today the existential-ethical configu-
ration does not exist, or at least not in an institutionalised form.
Thus, in referring to the existential-ethical configuration,
we do not have a perspective at hand that has developed in a
similar way as, at the same level of, or alongside the dominant
knowledge-oriented/based tradition (institutionalised and
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configured at the university). It is a tradition that lives instead
in its shadows and margins — not necessarily outside the
university but certainly not having a central position. As long
as educational research is mainly knowledge—based/oriented,
and as long as the dominant academic tradition reconfirms its
exclusive position by telling stories about its own great origins
(in terms of the emancipation from ‘spirituality’), the
existential-ethical tradition will not only continue playing a
marginal role but will also continue to be disqualified for being
‘not scientific’, ‘not academic’, and for producing knowledge
and understanding that is not according to the ‘internal and
external conditions of true knowledge production’.

In short, the existential-ethical tradition we want to focus
on seems to permanently run the risk of being disqualified
for having missed (or ignored) “Enlightenment” and
“humanity’s passage to its adult status” as led by true reason
and by scientific method and rigor. At this point, and in line
with Foucault, it is important to refuse the “blackmail of the
Enlightenment”, that “you either accept the Enlightenment
and remain within the tradition of its rationalism (...); or
else you criticize the Enlightenment and then try to escape
from its principles of rationality” (Foucault 1997/1984,
p. 313; cf. Osborne 1998). Resisting this blackmail thus
implies resisting any marginalizing of research and truth
telling in the name of an assumed “universal rationality”.
Instead, what we want to indicate is that the existential-
ethical tradition is also related to ‘enlightenment’ and ‘ratio-
nality’, although not precisely in the way the (universal)
knowledge-oriented/based configuration has in mind. How-
ever it is not our aim to transpose ideas, concept and
practices from Greek antiquity to our society today. The
foremost aim is the creation of new spaces to breathe and
the modest announcement of possibilities for a ‘coming
tradition’; an attempt (or ‘essay’) to open up a space to
reflect upon the value of the spiritual tradition, and on the
value of another kind of ethics, truth and enlightenment than
is consolidated within the common knowledge-based/
oriented configuration. In order to be as precise as possible
about our perspective, some further preliminary remarks are
required.

Enlightenment, Ethics, Spirituality

First, let us take how one approaches ‘enlightenment’ as a
point of departure for clarifying our argument. At stake is
not the relation between knowledge and truth (or enlighten-
ment based on true knowledge) but the relation between
ethics and truth. In other words: in the knowledge-based/
oriented tradition the subject is regarded as someone who is
a priori capable of having access to the truth and only
additionally an ethical subject who can and should know
what to do (Gros 2001, p. 504). The basic assumption is that
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everyone (in principle) can obtain knowledge, and based on
this knowledge that everyone is in a position to know what to
do (be it technically, politically or ethically). It is in accor-
dance with the dominant modern way of understanding
enlightenment (and probably ‘The Enlightenment’) as the
transition from a state of dependency or heteronomy (‘dark
ages’ or ‘oppressive dogmatism’ and ‘enslaving tradition’)
to a state of independency or autonomy guided by the
principles of (universal) reason that is incarnated in true
knowledge (of ourselves, others, and the world). In the
second tradition, the ethical work of the self, on the self,
and a transformation of oneself, are the main conditions to
having access to the truth and to being ‘enlightened’.

Second, the term ethics has to be distinguished from
terms such as morals and morality (Foucault 1984a). The
latter term refers to a set of rules, norms and values of just
behaviour. The term ethics refers instead to the relation of
the self to the self and how this relation is modified or
transformed by the self in order to become an ethical subject;
that is, a subject of action (and not merely a knowing sub-
ject). In line with Foucault (and his genealogy of ethics in
Ancient Greece), the domain of ethics understood in this
way can be referred to as a field of practices related to
‘care of the self’ and ‘self-mastery’ (Foucault 1984a, b,
2001).2 The relation of the self to the self, as we will indicate
further on, is a relation of ‘care’ and not a relation of
‘knowing’; one has to look at the self not as an ‘object of
knowledge’ but as a ‘matter of concern’ and ‘care’; and the
point of departure is not oneself as a ‘knowing subject’ but as
an ‘ethical subject of action’. In the existential-ethical tradi-
tion, this care for the self is a prerequisite to having access to
the truth. What is at stake are the existential conditions at the
level of ethics (and related to one’s existence), and not
merely internal or external conditions at the level of
knowledge.

Third, the Foucauldian focus on the ethical, spiritual level
and the relation of the self to the self in research also means
that the concept of ethics has to be distinguished from
concepts and ideas introduced by other contemporary
(French) philosophers that stress the relation with the Other

2 For the ancient Greek the context of this idea of care of the self is the
problem of finding and describing an ‘art of living” or ‘technique of
existence’ (tekhné tou biou). Care of the self is a general principle to
develop a kind of ‘zekhné’ or art of mastering the self, others, or life as
such. While initially this principle and the art of existence were located
within the domain of education (the preparation of governing others
and often to compensate for the lack of adequate education), in the
Hellenistic period it gradually becomes a prescript for the whole of life
(Foucault 2001, pp. 428-430). These ideas and their subtle
transformations have been discussed in detail (cf. Adorno 1996, pp.
119-138; in the field of education: Peters 2003; Peters and Besley
2007). Here we focus on what is at stake in this caring relation of the
self at a rather general level.
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in their approach of ethics. These philosophers focus, each in
their own way, on the limits of knowledge (representation
and language), on ethics (as an unconditional, infinite rela-
tion of responsibility to the Other) that precede ontology (the
totality of being) or on justice as an unconditional condition
of truth (Lyotard 1983; Levinas 1991; Derrida 2001; cf.
Biesta 2003; Standish 2002). It is not the aim of this chapter
however, to discuss at a theoretical level the differences
between Foucault on the one hand and other theories of
ethics on the other hand. For present purposes it should be
sufficient to indicate that we discuss ethics at the level of the
immanent relation of the self to the self — the work of the self
upon the self and its influence on the mode of being of the
subject — and not at the level of a fundamental relation of
transcendence (towards the Other) that ‘works’ on the self
and transforms it into a subject of responsibility.

Fourth and finally, the exploration sometimes comes
close to discussions of the idea of spirituality in education
(cf. Carr and Haldane 2004; Carr 2004). Our focus however
is mainly spirituality at the level of educational research (as
access to the truth) and how a particular kind of existential-
ethical formation can be regarded as the condition to speak
the truth. Our main point of reference is not Aristotle as is
common in the discussion on spirituality in education, but
Socrates. Aristotle, as Foucault reminds us, was a kind of
exception in Antiquity because he, indeed being called ‘the
philosopher’, favoured a ‘philosophical’ (and knowledge-
oriented) approach (‘how to have access to the truth?’) to
questions related to ‘spirituality’ (‘what transformations
are necessary to have access to the truth”) (Foucault 2001,
p. 18). In Antiquity, ‘philosophy’ was principally a ‘way of
life’ — as more clearly exemplified by Socrates than Aristotle
— without a sharp distinction between spirituality and philos-
ophy (cf. Hadot 1995; Hogan 2003). Hence it comes as no
surprise that Aristotle, and the focus on knowledge (instead
of spirituality), is often regarded as the founder of modern
philosophy. In a way, Aristotle inaugurated the knowledge-
oriented/based tradition, and marks a point where the spiri-
tual tradition started to lose its importance. By drawing upon
Socrates it is our aim to highlight what is at stake in the
spiritual tradition, and to open up a space to think of research
on education in another way, that is, research as education.
We will start with opening up this space with a short excur-
sion on Socrates, care of the self, and having access to the
truth.

Care of the Self, Mastery Truth-Telling

In the Alcibiades, Socrates invokes the eponymous young
man to take care of the self before even starting to thinking
of taking care of others (and being, for example, politically
active) (Foucault 1995, pp. 44-51). This call to take care of
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the self and to be concerned with oneself is not the opposite
of taking care of others (as we are inclined to think today),
but is regarded as its very condition. For the ancient Greek,
the context of the idea of care of the self is the problem of
finding and describing an ‘art of living’ or ‘technique of
existence’ (tekhné tou biou). Care of the self is a general
principle to develop a kind of tekhné or art to master the self,
others, or life as such. While initially this principle and the
art of existence were located within the domain of education,
in the Hellenistic period it gradually becomes a prescript for
the whole of life (Foucault 2001, pp. 428-430). These ideas
and their subtle transformations have been discussed in
detail (cf. Adorno 1996, pp. 119-138; Peters 2003; Peters
and Besley 2007). Here we want to focus on what is at stake
in this caring relation to the self at a more general level.

First, the care of the self involves a kind of attitude, that
is, an attitude of the self to the self, as well as to others and
the world (Foucault 2001, p. 12). Furthermore, this attitude
is characterised by attention: to be attentive to the self,
others, and the world. This attention involves concentration
or focus on the self, and particularly on one’s own thinking
and doing. Finally, care of the self implies actions upon the
self that aim at a transformation or conversion of the self.
These actions are part of particular exercises (purification of
one’s thoughts, memorisation, meditation, writing (letters),
reading. . .) done to work upon the self and to transform the
self. The notion ascesis originally refers to these
‘technologies of the self” (McGushin 2007). As mentioned
earlier, it should again be stressed that ascesis did not origi-
nally imply a self-examination (in view of self-knowledge)
that led to a kind of (Christian) renunciation of the self (as a
function of an ascetic life). Instead, these technologies
explicitly referred to an active working on, and transforma-
tion of, the self. One such type of practice has to do with
exercises of thought upon thought or reflections upon one’s
own thinking — in short, a ‘mode of reflexivity’. At this point
it is important that Foucault reminds us that throughout
Western history different forms of reflexivity can be distin-
guished (Foucault 2001, pp. 441-442). With reflexivity
being defined as exercises of thinking where thinking itself
becomes an object of thought, Foucault distinguishes
between at least three modes of reflexivity: memory, medi-
tation, and method (cf. Rabinow 2003, pp. 8-9).

In memory (and in an exemplary way elaborated by
Plato), the past is approached as the bearer of the truth and
the past is what has to become present in memory. The truth
is thus available in and for everyone, yet it has to become
present reflexively through the act of remembering. Memory
as form of reflexivity is also a main component of particular
religions that regard the tradition (and remembering of the
beginning) as the source of truth. Method, and Descartes is
exemplary here, included searching for fixed criteria and
procedures in order to organise or produce truth as a system
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or field of objective knowledge. The modern researcher,
concerned with her disinterested position toward the facts
and applying methods, relies on a methodological form of
reflexivity. This form of reflexivity is characteristic of the
knowledge-oriented/based tradition, and also describes the
base feature of the current academic fabric of educational
research. In contrast, the form of reflexivity typical for care
of the self is ‘meditation’, not in view of self-knowledge and
self-renunciation (or self-discovery), but in view of testing
whether what one does is in accordance with what one thinks
(Foucault 2001, p. 442). The goal of the care of the self,
through an attentive attitude and exercises such as medita-
tion, is an ‘art of existence’ to master the self in a spiritual/
philosophical way of life.

Although different approaches can be distinguished, gen-
erally speaking self-mastery implies that one’s deeds and
thinking are in accord, that is, someone shows in her deeds
what she thinks and says. Someone masters the self when she
is capable of ‘just’ or ‘right’ actions. However, ‘just’ or
‘right’ do not refer — as in the knowledge-oriented/based
tradition — to actions and thoughts that meet the criteria of
valid knowledge. The criteria for ‘being just’ and living a
‘true life’ are not to be located at the level of knowledge, but
at the level of someone’s behaviour and actions. Someone is
recognised and acknowledged as a truth-teller when she
expresses or demonstrates mastery and when there is a
kind of relation of rectitude between one’s deeds and
words. Therefore, the (recognition of the) position of truth-
telling is not related to the internal and external conditions of
knowledge production but to existential-ethical conditions.
By now it will hopefully have become clear that knowledge
and truth should be approached in a very particular way.

The relation and attitude of care is regarded as (ontolog-
ically) fundamental and the role of knowledge is situated at
the level of this relation of care (Foucault 1984b). What is at
stake is a transformation of the self that aims at self-mastery
and this mastery expresses itself in a kind of ‘assimilation’ or
‘incorporation’ of true knowledge into principles of action.
Self-mastery, therefore, is a state in which one has access to
the truth and in which this truth has a function of ‘enlighten-
ment’; it transforms the subject in its way of being or it saves
the subject. As a consequence, someone who masters the self
is someone whose life is a ‘true’ life or a life inspired by
truth; who actualises truth in her life and during her whole
life; whose life is animated by truth. Truth is thus a ‘reason
for living’, the logos that is actualised in existence and that
animates, intensifies and proves life — it is what ‘verifies life’
(Gros 2001, p. 510). Thus the master is living a kind of
‘researched’ life, and in this research (based on meditation)
one’s existential-ethical condition is always at stake. Due to
this rather specific configuration of truth and knowledge,
education and truth telling also receive a particular meaning
in this configuration.
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Research as the ‘verification of life’ clearly has an
educational meaning for the researcher herself; education
however, needs to be understood not as an accumulation
or change of one’s knowledge, but as a form of self-
transformation. Moreover, the ‘master who masters the
self’ also has an educational relevance for students or for
society. Again, this relevance is not to be situated at the level
of knowledge distribution or transfer. Instead, the master —
and Socrates is exemplary here — invites others to take care
of themselves, to establish an attentive attitude and relation
of care to the self, to work on the self and ultimately to
master the self (Adorno 2002). In this ‘pedagogical’ rela-
tionship, the master who lives a researched life does not
regard herself as someone who helps pupils to have access
to the truth by offering knowledge (or knowledge about how
to have access). The true life of the master instead functions
as a kind of ‘touchstone’ or ‘test’ for others to use to evaluate
to what extent they have mastered the self, to what extent
their knowledge and actions, their principles and actual
deeds are in accordance or whether they are capable of
‘just’ action. The ‘test’ therefore, is not used to determine
whether others have valid knowledge (and have access to the
truth based on this knowledge), but instead functions as an
instrument of meditation.

Central to this relation between the master and the pupil is
parrhesia or free speech — speaking openly and frankly on
issues that are of public relevance even if one’s own life is at
risk, the latter being precisely an indication that one is ‘truly’
critical (Foucault 2001, p. 388; cf. Foucault 2004; cf. Peters
2003). The parrhesiast is someone who is present in what she
is saying. It is someone who lives and acts as truth wants her
to act and therefore her truth-telling implies a correspon-
dence between the ‘subject of speech’ and the ‘subject of
action’. This engaged speech, or this speech in which the
subject that speaks commits herself to the truth, articulates
courage and a kind of freedom or independency. This atti-
tude of independence and criticality is what the master
articulates when she says: “this truth that I say to you,
well, you see it in myself” (Foucault 2001, p. 391). It is
someone who, in a specific way, has everything to lose (and
puts herself at stake) and nevertheless feels a duty to speak
truth (to power). She is not saying: ‘this truth that I say to
you, well, the method and my disinterested research attitude
prove it is based on true/valid knowledge.” Hence, truth
telling for the parrhesiast relies on existential-ethical
conditions; the ‘validity’ of parrhesia is based on the corre-
spondence between one’s actions and truth, and not on the
criteria of valid knowledge. And again, this intimate relation
proves that someone has access to the truth. In relation to this
kind of pedagogic truth-telling, the pupil is in a position of
‘fertile silence’ and is invited to take care of the self and to
become herself a subject who is able to master the self and to
tell the truth (Foucault 2001, p. 350). The independency of
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the master, to which the pupils are exposed, guarantees the
autonomy of the latter in a certain way because the pupils’
caring relation to the self is the limit of the master’s peda-
gogical intervention. In short, ‘parrhesiastical education’ is
critical truth-telling in the name of care of the self and not in
the name of valid knowledge (cf. Peters 2003, p. 219). It is
an invitation to take care of the self and to become attentive
for the self, and is based on research as meditation.

Knowledge Based/Orientated
Educational Research

This historical excursion addresses issues that are, perhaps,
far removed from our goal to explore an alternative way of
thinking about the relation between research and education,
and particularly about research as education. However, we
do think this sketch opens up some space and offers us some
tools to think in another way about the topic. We will
develop this perspective in two steps.

First, we will reformulate the common way of reflecting
on the relation between research and education (that is, the
knowledge oriented/based configuration elaborated earlier)
contrasting this with, and using the language and concepts
of, the existential-ethical configuration sketched briefly in
the previous section. This step should help to clarify that the
common understanding of research and education are not
self-evident.

Second, we will illustrate in the next section a version of
the existential-ethical tradition by discussing the work of
Foucault as a mode of doing research. Indeed, according to
us, his work exemplifies (without being the only representa-
tive) a kind of research that is at the same time a process of
education. In other words, in his work, self-education, phi-
losophy, and research seem to be integrated.

In the knowledge-based/oriented configuration, research
on education (learning, teaching. . .) is approached as being
supportive of the training of practitioners (teachers,
educationalists, adult educators...). Research here is
regarded as what offers knowledge in order for students to
become experts in education. Instead of mastery (and care of
the self), expertise seems to be the highest level of perfor-
mance in this way of thinking. Practitioners are experts if
(and as far as) their interventions are based on valid knowl-
edge. In expertise, and contrary to mastery, the relation of
the self to the self is a relation of knowledge; the expert
knows what to do and how to do things. In view of this,
educational research is about producing knowledge that
leads to expertise. Thus, educational research (and its inter-
nal and external conditions) is the price that the researcher
pays to have access to true expertise, and to support others
(students) in becoming experts (in teaching, training, and so
forth).

89

The researcher, as well as the expert, does not have to
meet any ethical-existential conditions. In other words, the
mode of reflexivity (and the way she thinks about her own
thinking) is different from that of the master; expert reflex-
ivity is not determined by meditation, exercise, or test of the
self, but by method and taking up a position of neutrality or
objectivity (Foucault 2001, p. 442). What is at stake in this
knowledge-oriented/based form of educational research is
the ongoing development, or innovation, of the knowledge
base for experts in the field of education. In this way of
thinking the educational researcher is in a rather particular
way a ‘test’ (for students and practitioners). It is not her
truth-telling and the way she verifies her life that functions as
a ‘test’ or ‘touchstone’ for students and practitioners, as it
would be in the existential/ethical way of thinking. Here the
principle of ‘test’ is located at the level of the research
results she transmits, and foremost at the level of the criteria
(internal and external conditions) for valid and relevant
knowledge production and expertise. In this configuration,
the practice of education, and practitioners, in one way or
another are always being tested. In her truth-telling, the
researcher takes a critical-judgemental, objectifying stance
(towards the field of education, towards education as a
practice), and asks (future) experts to develop and take a
similar stand. The truth of what she says resides in her
methodology, research attitude, and proof, not in who she
is or in what she (existentially, ethically) stands for. Relying
on educational research, the researcher/lecturer launches a
stringent call to be an expert and to learn to know and judge
one’s knowledge-based expertise. It is not an invitational
call to take care of the self.

Both the researcher and expert regard themselves in this
configuration as agents of enlightenment. Enlightenment
here is not about a kind of (existential/ethical) conversion,
but a process of knowledge based emancipation. As a
consequence, the truth telling of educational researchers
and experts always has an ‘enlightening’ role for the prac-
tise of education and educational practitioners; and it
always has a ‘critical dimension’ for practitioners because
they are approached as not having paid the price that real
experts have paid in order to get access to the truth. Implic-
itly or explicitly, the practice of education here is always
addressed as a ‘dark place’, assumed to be guided merely
by ‘personal opinion’ and to be waiting for enlightenment
based on true expertise. ‘Critical’ in this configuration
thus refers to the conditions of knowledge production,
and includes always a judgemental attitude towards
(practitioners’) knowledge that has not paid this price (for
example, knowledge based on experience, mere opinion,
conceptions of faith and belief, lack of knowledge, or
blindness) (cf. Masschelein 2004).

The previous discussion is mainly about (empirical)
research on education. However, the dominant practice of
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philosophy of education is part of the same knowledge
oriented/based configuration. Part of this configuration is
a kind of ‘supplementary’ educational inquiry or ‘meta-
reflection’ that regards educational research (expertise) itself
as an object of knowledge (Hogan 2003; Smeyers 1999). It is
a ‘critical’ philosophy of education in a Kantian tradition,
focusing on the internal conditions (philosophy of educa-
tion) or the external conditions (critical theory, sociology
(of knowledge), ethics of science, etc.) for the valid produc-
tion of knowledge on the field of education. It is a phi-
losophy focusing on the assumptions, guidelines, limits,
concepts and language of others. This kind of philosophical
inquiry ultimately dreams of delivering a kind of ‘(universal)
handbook of (educational) reason’ enclosing knowledge
about the rules and limits that have to be taken into account
for valid knowledge production, or with an explanation
of why and how human beings as subjects of knowledge
can have access to the truth (Foucault 1997, p. 308).
By nature of their objective this kind of philosophical
inquiry and these ‘handbooks’ perceive themselves as
being fundamental for empirically-oriented researchers
(for example, developing for them a kind of ‘scientific deon-
tology’) and indispensable for the training of future educa-
tional researchers and practitioners, who generally share
this view.

This reformulation of research in the knowledge-based/
oriented configuration can be summarized as follows: edu-
cational research and educational inquiry, and theory in
general, refer to the time and space of knowledge production
and knowledge-based judgement that is imposed on the
practice of education in order to improve it on the basis of
valid knowledge and expertise. This summary brings us to
the description of the existential-ethical configuration: here
educational research or educational inquiry, and theory in
general, refer to the time and space of care, mastery and free
speech that are offered in the practice of education in order
for practitioners to have a touchstone to take care of the self.
In the section that follows we limit ourselves to a description
of some general traits of the existential-ethical configuration,
or more precisely of what could become a configuration,
because it currently stands in the margins of the academic
world. These traits will not be listed and described as such,
but be explored by focusing on a kind of research that
articulates the ‘spirit’ of the existential-ethical configuration:
the Foucauldian ‘ontology of ourselves’. There are probably
other versions, and it is important to note that it is not our
aim to justify Foucault’s work (‘ontology of ourselves’)
based on other work by Foucault (‘his work on truth, care
of the self’). The main aim is to illustrate what is at stake in
the existential-ethical configuration, and in particular, to
indicate that it could be meaningful (despite its marginality)
to explore this type of educational research.
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Ontology of Ourselves

Foucault described his own work at various occasions as an
‘ontology of ourselves’ or an ‘ontology of the present’. Here
we will collect some fragments of these descriptions in order
to indicate that such an ontology is a kind of research that
includes a form of education; that is, it includes an
existential-ethical transformation of the researcher. This is
to say that the form of reflexivity of the researcher is not
determined by (intellectual) method. Research here is not
guided primarily by conditions and criteria of knowledge
production, or knowledge about fixed norms — including a
judgemental attitude (based on criteria of validity) — and
hence, this research should not be ‘judged’ in view of
lacking such an attitude. The researcher’s reflexivity instead
takes the form of ‘an exercise of thought’ in view of expos-
ing one’s thoughts (and what one’s is taking for granted),
and this supposes an attentive attitude to the present, of
which the researcher herself is part. Thus the main concern
is the present. It is however, important to stress what is
meant with ‘concern’ and the ‘present’. The present is not
that which appears as such, and before us (the present as an
object of knowledge), neither as what appears from a longi-
tudinal or temporal approach (the present between a past/
tradition and a future). The present, instead, is what is
experienced when we are attentive or when we are ‘present
in the present’ (Foucault 1997/1984). Hence, the present is
what is ‘actual’ for us today.

In view of this relation to the present, the type of research
question guiding the ontology of ourselves has the resulting
form: who are we today, including me as researcher, and
what is distinctive and singular in our current understanding
of who we are? It is a question about ‘our ontology’, that is,
about what we are in the sense of what we take for granted
about our being today. However, such a question is always
very specific. It is a question that should articulate the
distinctiveness of our present. Foucault himself, for instance,
studied ‘sexuality’ (Foucault 1984a, b). His question how-
ever was not ‘what does sexuality mean today?’, but ‘why do
we today refer to sexuality as something that reveals some-
thing about who we are, and why do we regard sexuality
today as what for a long time has been oppressed but what
should be liberated?’. His question is not whether sexuality
is indeed a fundamental drive, and/or whether an oppressed
sexuality leads to frustrations of all sorts. Instead he wants to
know for which ‘we’ thinking in terms of sexuality about
one’s inner self (and in terms of oppression and liberation)
became evident. In other words, his point of departure is that
sexuality (and related discourses) became important, or
‘essential’, at a particular moment in time, that this has not
always been the case, and thus that it is important to study
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‘for who’ (in what context, in what social order) sexuality
became (experienced as) essential.

To be able to ask such a question (and to put something
that is evident, including one’s own subjectivity, at stake)
implies a particular ‘care of the self” or ‘work upon the self’
from the part of the researcher, focusing on how ‘the self” is
part of the present (the current way of acting and thinking).
Although these questions aim at finding knowledge (who are
we?), the underlying attitude is an attitude of attention or
care and not an attitude of knowing or judging. It is the
notion of ‘curiosity’ that captures very well this attitude of
care towards the present (cf. Rajchman 1991, p. 141). Curi-
osity, as Foucault explains, is not to be situated at the level of
knowledge and the ongoing assimilation of what is proper to
know. Curiosity is about care from the Latin word ‘cura’ that
is still part of ‘curiosity’ and the French word ‘curiosité’
(Foucault 1980, p. 108). An attitude of care or curiosity
encloses a concentrated, accentuated gaze on what is hap-
pening today in education, what is happening with us in the
world, and a willingness to become a stranger in the familiar
present, to regard who we are and what we do — and what we
regard as our foundations — as no longer [self-]evident. As
such, curiosity combines both distance (towards oneself in
the present) and vigilance (cf. Gros 2001, p. 512).

Driven by this curiosity towards the present, the ontology
of the present could be regarded as embodying “an attitude,
an ethos, a philosophical life in which the critique of what
we are is at one and the same time the historical analysis of
the limits that are imposed on us and an experiment with the
possibility of going beyond them (de leur franchissement
possible).” (Foucault 1997/1984, p. 319). Hence, the attitude
at stake combines a ‘limit-attitude’ and an ‘experimental
attitude’. The limit-attitude refers to becoming sensitive to
what presents itself as a necessity nowadays in order to
explore a possible transgression of these limits. Critical
work here refers to the work that is done at the limits of
ourselves and our present: “(...) It will separate out, from
the contingency that has made us what we are, the possibility
of no longer being, doing, or thinking what we are, do, or
think. (...) it is seeking to give new impetus, as far and wide
as possible, to the undefined work of freedom” (Foucault
1997/1984, p. 316). But this limit-attitude should at once be
combined with an ‘experimental attitude’ or an attitude that
seeks to transform or modify one’s mode of being and how
one lives the present. As such, the ontology of the present
also involves an experimental work of the self on the self,
and this work done at the limits of ourselves must “(...) put
itself to the test of reality, of contemporary reality, both to
grasp the points where change is possible and desirable, and
to determine the precise form this change should take”
(Foucault 1997/1984, p. 316).

It is interesting to relate the way Foucault describes this
limit attitude and experimental attitude to how he looks at
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his own work. Being asked what writing and doing research
meant for him, Foucault states his studies and books work as
experiences, and that throughout his studies and writings he
is transforming himself: “What I think is never quite the
same. (...) for me my books are experiences (...). And
experience is something that one comes out of transformed”
(Foucault 2000, p. 239). The term experience is important
here, and is related more specifically to ‘putting something
to the test’; that is, putting oneself and one’s thinking to the
test. Because ‘experience’ is his main focus, he is very clear
about what how he looks at himself: “(...) I am an experi-
menter and not a theorist. I call a theorist someone who
constructs a general system, either deductive or analytical,
and applies it to different fields in a uniform way. That isn’t
my case. I’'m an experimenter in the sense that I write in
order to change myself and in order not to think the same
thing as before” (ibid., p. 240). Hence, for Foucault a theorist
is not someone who writes in order to change herself. The
theorist is someone positioned within the knowledge-ori-
ented/based research configuration. The theorist is someone
who does not put her own thinking and own mode of being to
the test. Instead, one could say that in view of knowledge
accumulation and innovation the theorist puts reality to the
test using her carefully constructed system. Later in the
interview Foucault says that theorists deliver us ‘books of
truth’ or ‘books of demonstration’, while he regards his
books as ‘books of experience’. The experience Foucault
has in mind is a process of de-subjectivation; that is,
throughout his studies and through writing his books he
becomes someone else. His work is not ‘about’ personal
experiences (stories about one’s personal experience with
madness, prison, sexuality) but inspired by them. His work is
directed at finding a point at which one can no longer relate
in the same way to one’s opinions and perceptions (regard-
ing madness, prison, sexuality).

This explains why Foucault refers to the critical ontology
of the present as a kind of ‘essay’. An essay — as the French
word ‘essayer’ or ‘to try’ indicates — is a careful attempt to
modify our mode of being in the present. It is a
“transforming test of oneself in the play of truth” or an
“askesis, an exercise of the self, in thought” (Foucault
1984a, p. 15). Again, it is important to stress that the
researcher’s relation of the self to her present self is a
relation of care and not a relation of knowledge. In order to
answer the questions of ‘who are we, we who...?’, and so
on, knowledge is of course required, but it is a particular
kind of knowledge having a particular function. The value
(and ‘validity’) of this kind of knowledge does not reside in
its conformity with scientific method, but in its usefulness
for the care of the self and for the self-mastery that one
aspires. As such, it should be labelled as ‘experimental
knowledge’ for the self. It functions as a kind of touchstone
to test whether it is still possible to take care of the self in the
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present and to establish a relation of rectitude between what
one does and thinks. Thus the ontology of the present is on
the one hand a work of ‘de-subjectivation’, but on the other
hand an attempt to take care of the self in view of self-
mastery. Hence the ethics implied does not aim at a with-
drawal from the world, but its aim is to ‘live the present
otherwise’ (Foucault 1979, p. 790). Finally, we will focus
briefly on the truth-telling that is based upon an ontology of
the present, and on its educational dimension.

Ontology of Ourselves as Education

In order to add some words on the particular kind of (self-)
education that is at stake, it is important to recall the major
importance of curiosity. It is a curiosity that is related to an
experience of ‘deconversion’ or a loss of assurance or cer-
tainty as to who we are or have to be today (Rajchman 1991,
p- 141). In other words, it is a curiosity that assumes that it is
not knowledge (and its conditions) that guarantees access to
truth but care of the self and a modification of the self. In
view of this, being engaged in the ontology of the present is
not about wanting to produce, accumulate, and transfer
knowledge, but to live a true life and to be a ‘touchstone’
for others to take care of the self and to live a true life
oneself. Hence, in her truth-telling the researcher addresses
others (readers, students) not as subjects of knowledge (in
need of a ‘handbook’ on educational research methods, for
instance) and does not judge their involvement in education
matters (based on true knowledge). The ontology of the
present in an existential-ethical tradition does not assume a
kind of truth-telling that addresses people as (potentially)
intellectual beings that should become enlightened by valid
knowledge for better understanding, neither are these studies
addressing human beings as in need of (practical) knowledge
that is useful for better action.

Here, it is important to recall that Foucault is an experi-
menter and not a theoretician, and regards his books as
‘books of experience’ and not as ‘truth books’ or ‘books of
demonstration’. The latter want to pass true knowledge to
readers by way of demonstration; the writer is focused on
argumentation and proof. Hence, the theoretician regards the
readers as being in a state of ignorance about a particular
subject, or as an audience that has to be convinced (based on
a careful demonstration of the truth). The theoretician, by
using her truth books, thus is in a particular way a ‘teacher’;
someone who claims a position of authority based on her
access to the truth and transferring knowledge to others in
order that they may have access to the truth as well, and thus
know how to think about a particular knowledge. In describ-
ing his own position and books, Foucault makes the follow-
ing remark: “I don’t accept the word ‘teaching’ (...), my
books don’t exactly have that value [method, demonstration,
lessons]. They are more like invitations or public gestures”
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(Foucault 2000, p. 245). The experimenter invites people to
read a book of experience in order to transform oneself, that
is, one’s relation to oneself and to the topic under investiga-
tion. It is not a ‘lesson’ based on ‘authority’, but an ‘experi-
ence’ based on an ‘invitation’; not a kind of ‘intellectual
service’ but a ‘public gesture’. In view of that invitation and
gesture, readers are not really addressed as subjects of
knowledge (in need of true knowledge about a particular
thing), but are invited to ‘have’ an experience. This experi-
ence, of course, does not tell the readers how they should
think about a particular thing, but leads to a kind of de-
subjectivation due to the fact that they are no longer able
to relate in the same way to that thing.

Based upon an experiment of oneself in the present, the
truth-telling and true knowledge functions as a ‘book of
experience’ or a ‘touchstone’. That is, it can be used as an
experiment or test by others in their care for the self. In this
context, Foucault’s claim that ‘knowledge is not made for
understanding; it is made for cutting’ is illuminating
(Foucault 1984c, p. 88). The contrast here is between under-
standing as about accumulating knowledge, or including
new experiences and ideas, whereas cutting refers to the
(indeed, almost physical activity of) questioning of who we
are and what we regard as fundamental in our understanding
of ourselves and the world. It is about cutting into our
educational present and how we live the present. Knowledge
that cuts ‘introduces a discontinuity’, or works similar to a
process of de-subjectivation (ibid.). In other words, it opens
up spaces to take care of the self, to ‘live the present other-
wise’. This brings us, finally, to the educational dimension of
the ontology of ourselves.

Being engaged in the study of the present, of which one is
partaking oneself, means that research is always a kind of
education or ‘pedagogy’ or ‘self-study’ for the researcher
herself (cf. Rabinow 2003, p. 9). However, it is important to
stress that education or self-study should not be framed
within the knowledge-oriented/based configuration. Instead
of looking at education as an activity of knowledge transfer
or accumulation, it could be regarded as ‘work on the
self’ and hence opening up space to take care of the self
through limit-experiences or processes of de-subjectivation
(cf. Masschelein and Simons 2002). It is this experimental
self-study which is included in the ontology of the self.

The ethical-existential transformation is the condition to
become — as a ‘touchstone’ or through one’s ‘book of experi-
ence’ — a teacher or truth-teller for others as well. Here, educa-
tional truth-telling takes care of others, not, however, by telling
them what to do (based on true knowledge) but by opening
up spaces to take care of oneself and to verify one’s life.

The term ‘experience’ in ‘books of experience’ refers to
the books’ ‘de-subjectifying’ — and in that sense also ‘edu-
cational’ — force in at least two ways. Firstly, they are an
experience for the writer and researcher herself, as explained
earlier. Secondly, they can function as experiences for the
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readers: “to read it as an experience that prevented them
from always being the same or from having the same relation
with things, with others, that they had before reading it”
(Foucault 2000, p. 239). In short, Foucault doesn’t want to
prove something, does not want to teach his readers a lesson,
but wants to invite us to have an experience in relation to
specific topics under investigation, an experience that puts
not just the common knowledge of himself and his readers,
but actually their subjectivity, to the test. Then, and we use
the term that Foucault uses in relation to his own work, the
ontology of the present is a kind of ‘public gesture’.

Due to the public dimension of these gestures, the ontol-
ogy of the present, and the implied existential-ethical trans-
formation, is not merely a private matter and about personal
aesthetics. The care of the self, and the concern for the
present, is not a private or a-social activity, but includes a
relation to an ‘us’ and to ‘our present’ (see also Gros 2001,
pp- 518-519). What is opened up by questioning the present
(‘who are we, we who...?’) is a perspective on a possible
future ‘we’ and on a future relation of oneself to that ‘we’.
Due to this point of departure (‘our present’, ‘ourselves’) the
gestures resulting from the ontology of the present will
always be public gestures; not just because these are gestures
to the public of contemporaries, not only because they artic-
ulate something of public concern, but foremost because
throughout these gestures ‘public issues’ are created. Indeed,
by relying on the existential-ethical work of the researcher
the ontology of the present could be regarded as an attempt,
and we rely for this on a formulation of Bruno Latour, to
‘make things public’ (Latour 2005; Latour and Sanchez-
Criado 2007). Making things public, in line with Latour, is
not about formulating (like in the knowledge-based/oriented
configuration) ‘matters of facts’ that should lead to a public
agreement or understanding in view of knowledge-based/
oriented political reform or resistance. Making things public,
instead, is about ‘matters of concern’ and their becoming
public correlates with the constitution of a public, that is,
people invited to share these concerns. In this regard,
Foucault’s work on ‘madness’, ‘prisons’ and ‘sexuality’
contributed in one way or another to transforming these
issues into matters of public concern. Making things public
(as matters of public concern) is thus the result of existential-
ethical work on the self that breaks open the common hori-
zon of our self-understanding and taken for granted practices
(that is, what ‘we’ regard as ‘matters of fact’), and hence
transforms them into ‘matters of concern’.

Philosophy as Education as Research,
Laboratory Work

In view of the previous sketch, the ontology of the present
can be regarded as the integration of philosophy (as a way of
life), research (as questioning and studying ourselves), and
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education (as a self-transformation and invitation towards
others). Although we rely on Foucault for both analysing
educational research and offering an example of an alterna-
tive kind of educational research, we think there are, and
could be, other versions or approaches articulating (or
‘configuring’) the existential-ethical configuration. Instead
of exploring in more detail the features of this configuration,
we opt to conclude this chapter by exploring what could be
at stake when elaborating this configuration.

First, we think this could help us reconsider some issues
related to the university and kinds of educational research
(for instance in Departments of Education). Here we can
realign with the ideas of Humboldt, or at least his concern.
Although Humboldt and his research university could be
regarded as the total institutionalisation of the knowledge-
oriented/based configuration, at the same time his concern at
the beginning of the nineteenth century could be regarded as
being typically part of the spiritual tradition (Humboldt
1810/1959).

At the beginning of the nineteenth century Humboldt was
confronted with the oddments of the old, medieval univer-
sity that mainly focused on (scholastic) higher education.
Sciences, and in particular modern, systematic inquiry based
on method, flourished outside the university. His plan (for
the university of Berlin and highly influential in the Western
world) was to integrate research into the university and to
reorient higher education at the university by making mod-
ern research its basis. It is this birth of the modern research
university that regards students as researchers and thinks of
education as participation in research. What takes shape here
is the modern version of the knowledge-based/oriented con-
figuration of research and the conviction that access to truth
is based upon valid knowledge.

However, Humboldt also had another concern: Allge-
meine Bildung or general edification. In order to guarantee
Bildung, philosophy had to play a fundamental role in his
university. Philosophy was conceived as a ‘true science’ that
safeguards the ‘unity of research’ and truth, and due to this
unifying potential (except for merely methodological
procedures), researchers as well as students are in the posi-
tion to transform (and educate) themselves in relation to
truth. For this reason Humboldt’s project can be regarded
as an attempt to conciliate elements of both traditions. More
precisely, faced with the emergence of the modern
knowledge-oriented/based configuration (and methodologi-
cal concerns), he asks the question whether ‘true knowledge’
still has a potential to transform the self (a central theme in
the existential-ethical configuration). Philosophical reflexiv-
ity (as a kind of unifying meditation) is suggested to guaran-
tee this edifying potential, albeit in combination with
scientific methodological reflexivity. After Humboldt, it
has gradually become clear that philosophy is no longer
able to play this unifying and edifying role, and that philos-
ophy has become a specialised knowledge-based/oriented
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discipline among other disciplines in the academic fabric,
focusing on the (internal and external) conditions related to
knowledge (production).

Maybe today we are confronted with a challenge that is
analogous to the one Humboldt faced. In contemporary
knowledge societies, the knowledge based/oriented configu-
ration seems to have become the model of society. The
inhabitants of the ‘knowledge society’ are individuals
whose relation to the self is, to a large extent, determined
by knowledge and by research (as knowledge production)
itself. They should be generic ‘experts’ in all domains of life,
and be prepared to renew their knowledge base, ad infinitum.
However, today there is clearly emerging a disappointment
with the ongoing call to change and to stay up-to-date, and
with the rapid inflation of knowledge. There is a search for
inspiration and embodiment, a growing disbelief in the
‘enlightening’ potential of knowledge and technology, and
hesitation towards the promised benefits of an ongoing
renewal of one’s expertise.

In other words, it seems as if as inhabitants of the knowl-
edge society we are no longer prepared to pay the price for
access to the truth that is based on knowledge and the
production of knowledge. The benefit of such a society (in
its ideal form at least) is that everyone has or should have
access to the truth. Yet the other side of the coin is an
ongoing extension, accumulation, and transformation of
knowledge, without this knowledge having any inspiring
meaning and educational potential. Today philosophy, as
far as she is obsessed with knowledge on the one hand, and
captured by her own stories of post-modernism on the other,
is not well positioned to respond. In the context of the
knowledge society, where the university and its research
play a major role in the production and distribution of
knowledge, the existential-ethical configuration seems to
be further removed than ever.

However, given the need for inspiration and public
gestures, conditions for the elaboration of the existential-
ethical configuration are, even though they seem to be fur-
ther removed than ever, at the same time very near. Maybe
today, and especially today, the university, could open up
space for the existential-ethical configuration. Contrary to
Humboldt, philosophy should not be regarded as the com-
pensating master-discipline, nor its version of ethics, as
seems to be the case in many universities today. Ethics in
its form of ‘knowledge-based deontology’ becomes the dis-
cipline that imposes, from the outside, possible limits and
judges the consequences of knowledge production, and is
therefore playing a role within the knowledge-based/
oriented configuration of research. Philosophy as a way of
life (and hence integrating the existential and ethical),
related in a particular way to both research and education,
seems to be a valuable option to rethink the university and its
research inspirations today. The ontology of the present
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could be regarded as one version of such a ‘philosophy of
education as research’, offering us suggestions for the kind
of ethos or ‘ways of doing’ that could inspire it. Other
versions could be developed as well. It could be helpful to
elaborate for instance some kind of ‘empirical philosophy’
(Mol 2000; Boomkens 2006) or to carry out what Rabinow
discusses in line with Bourdieu as ‘fieldwork in philosophy’
(Rabinow 2003). That kind of research is an attempt to go
beyond the distinction between empirical and conceptual (a
distinction that belongs indeed to the knowledge-oriented/
based configuration), and in which the very act of
investigating one’s present puts, at the same time, the
(existential-ethical) position of the researcher at stake. This
kind of research, taking up the experimental attitude and
providing experimental knowledge in the way suggested by
Foucault, would then take place in a laboratory or workshop
where ‘work on the self” is at stake. Such a laboratory or
workshop for empirical philosophy would have a particular
public function. Or more precisely, and in line with Foucault
and Latour, this workshop or laboratory would itself be a
public space because the main focus is not on ‘matters of
fact’ (waiting there for the researcher to study them) but
‘matters of concern’ generated by existential-ethical work
resulting in generating public gestures.

To conclude, we think this chapter does not just discuss
theoretical topics, but tries to raise issues that have an urgent,
actual relevance. It seems there is room today to ask the
question of whether we should interchange the priority of the
knowledge relation for a relation of care and ethics, that is,
the question whether educational research is in need of work
upon the self at the ethical-existential level. Again, this
question is not a plea for a philosophical or ethical ‘compen-
sation’ of ‘narrow’ (empirical, instrumental) educational
research. We hope it sounds instead as an invitation to
consider the value of existential-ethical transformations
through research, and to look at the educational researcher
as someone who puts herself to the test. But this implies a
transformation of current philosophy (of education) and
current educational research as knowledge production. In
short, the invitation accompanying this chapter is, perhaps,
a question of whether we are willing to pay the price for
inspired and inspiring educational research — the price of
caring for the self and self-transformation, and in view of
public gestures.
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Joris Vlieghe and Mathias Decuypere

Abstract

This contribution explores what it might mean to perform educational research in a manner
that proceeds from an assumption of incompetency. We focus on a recently developed
academic research centre, the Laboratory for Education and Society, where recognition of
incompetency trumps that of expertise, and research is focused on a concern for ‘the present’,
rather than, say, the past or the distant. As such, researchers must expect research to involve a
transformation of their selves: the kind of research performed is not only about education, but
educational in itself. Also, the exploration of new methodologies is itself an object of research.
Thus the term ‘Laboratory’ gives credence to the view that finding ways to do the right kind of
research is itself part of what is at stake. Research at the Laboratory is multidisciplinary and
acts as an “empirical philosophy”. Furthermore it is closely connected to a Masters
programme organized by the Laboratory. Given this, concrete educational practices are also
researched; and these turn out to be research activities themselves that aim at stimulating an
experimental attitude, i.e. preparing students to respond adequately, and in their proper name,

to the challenges and immediacies of the present.

Keywords

Care for the self « Experimental attitude « Practices in thought « Empirical philosophy e
Alternative academic curriculum

In their contribution on what it might mean to perform
educational research today, Simons and Masschelein pro-
pose an alternative approach that not only complements a
long standing tradition of pursuing this kind of research but
might even give rise to a profound change to this tradition.
The chapter connects the difference between a more com-
mon view of research in education that states that we can
only gain access to the truth if our research is securely based
upon a scientific method we can blindly rely on with the idea
that we can only think and speak truthfully at the cost of
bringing ourselves as researchers into play. This latter point
stresses that we might only speak truthfully if and only if we
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take care of the self, implying that we are concerned with
engaging in self-discipline and a possible transformation of
who we are. That is to say, in the first place perhaps we
should not be so concerned with asking ourselves as
researchers in the field of education whether the truth claims
we make are valid in view of clearly defined principles.
Instead, as educationalists and researchers, we might be
deaf to these demands: not out of a penchant for the new,
the radical or the irrational but because of a concern for the
present - which is always our present and of which the
current educational situation remains a matter of concern.
Research then no longer appears as a knowledge-oriented|/
based quest into educational reality in conformity with a
rigid scientific method, even though this can be educational
in and of itself. Rather, what is at stake is precisely a kind of
self-transformation or “work-on-the-self” on the part of the
researcher herself, i.e. a way of thinking and speaking in
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which as researchers we can never stay indifferent and,
hence, never remain the same.

This kind of research is also experimental, though in a
way that transcends more common definitions of this word.
It concerns not so much testing in a controlled way the
adequacy of hypotheses on the basis of empirical data but
rather an engagement in practices in which one puts oneself
to the test, i.e. in which one engages oneself in a risky
endeavour, opening in that way the possibility to make
something new and unforeseen to appear: to break open the
horizon of our self-understanding. This putting of oneself at
risk is furthermore no mere solitary task to undertake
because in this caring for the present and in breaking open
this horizon, public issues are articulated as gestures towards
a common horizon. Experimental research in such a vein
conveys a critical, educational and inspirational potential
that is inconceivable when sticking to a knowledge- and
method-oriented research programme. Furthermore it
requires leaving aside the traditional and exclusionary
oppositions between theoretical/conceptual and data-based
approaches in order to take seriously the idea of an “empiri-
cal philosophy”. This certainly sounds scandalous to both
the ears of those who are believers of well legitimized
methodological principles and those who cherish the idea
of a speculative “arm chair philosophy”, but it might be
precisely the right course to take when being truly concerned
for the educational reality we live in today. That this option
is a vulnerable and difficult stance seems quite obvious, but
it is nevertheless entirely in line with the ethical and existen-
tial orientation of “education through research”.

We want to elaborate these ideas further but in a more
practical way, presenting here a concrete “research
programme” that is experimental in the sense indicated
above. Inspired by the work of Foucault (2005), Rabinow
(2008) and Latour (2004), a new research group has recently
been inaugurated at the University of Leuven (Belgium): the
Laboratory for Education and Society." The researchers
gathered in this project have made the fundamental decision
not to position themselves as clearly belonging to one par-
ticular scientific branch, but rather to transcend disciplinary
boundaries (philosophy of education vs. social science,
foundational/conceptual vs. empirical research) and to take
an experimental stance towards present educational reality,
as the very name of the research group indicates.

The Laboratory investigates concrete, though fundamen-
tal transformations that deeply affect not only ourselves but
traditional institutions such as families, schools, universities,
and care facilities, as well as more non-formal sites for
learning, such as leisure activities, the workplace and com-
munal libraries. More precisely, three issues that emerge at

!'See: https://ppw.kuleuven.be/english/ecs/les
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the intersection of education and society have been selected

as exemplary fields for investigation, viz.:

1. the growing impact of virtual and digital technologies
(on-line learning, cell phones, games, social network
groups, etc.) that transform traditional forms of schooling
and teaching, that defy ideas about attention, presence,
friendship or intergenerational responsibility, but also
open new forms of interaction and communication
between (young and/or older) people;

2. the coming into being of a globalized and multi-cultural
world which results in a far reaching process of
pluralisation and individualization, but which also calls
into question notions of civility and community and
which, paradoxically, gives rise to a more strongly
heard calls for (new) forms of social coherence;

3. the growing tendency to organize or reorganize education
on the basis of qualifications and competences that envis-
age a tight connection between learning activities and
accreditation on the one hand, and the efficient function-
ing of the current knowledge society on the other,
narrowing down the traditional idea of edification and
Bildung to the raising and training of professionally
skilled and maximally employable individuals.

These changes have important consequences for the ways
in which we give shape to our individual existences as well
as for the ways in which we organize our living together,
raise new generations, and take care of those in need of
special assistance. These changes may also foment deeper
levels of change too in who we are today and challenge the
ways in which we want to look at ourselves as educational
researchers. Finding an adequate method and approach to
deal with these issues, and exploring the implications for
being an educator, are thus from the very start a major
concern of the investigations at the Laboratory. This means
that the researchers give up an a priori established method-
ology and engage in an experimental approach to try to deal
with the present. To be clear, this is not to say that they give
up any methodology whatsoever: on the contrary, the
researchers believe that the challenges the present imposes
engage them fully, implying that they see themselves
obliged to develop new and perhaps unexplored ways of
doing research that take this present seriously. Such a posi-
tion also requires that they are involved as persons in finding
the right attitude to handle these issues. Thus the laboratory
is a workshop, not in the popular sense of a professional
coaching environment, but in the original sense of a place of
labour and craft. It tries to react adequately to the demands,
changes and frictions that digitalization, pluralisation and
professionalization inescapably bring along.

Moreover, this implies an ethos on behalf of the
researcher which acknowledges that definite or absolute
answers can never be given and that educational realities
can never be fully mastered or engineered on the basis of
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complete scientifically insights. Thus it must also be able to
recognise that a community is composed by those affected
by indirect and rather unforeseeable consequences of certain
actions. Such a “public”, according to Dewey, is precisely
constituted by a common interest in caring for those unpre-
dictable consequences (Dewey 1954). Therefore, and
because of the acknowledgment of being in a complex and
never fully controllable present as researcher oneself, the
researcher sees herself as “incompetent” and “disabled”
(Callon 2005). However, this is not a prompt for resignation
but all the more an invitation to engage actively in what
Arendt (1978) has called “exercises in thought”, i.e. attempts
to come to terms with the present, as one finds oneself in the
gap between past and future. Furthermore, this comes close
to the original meaning of philosophy, which in an incipient
form (exemplified by Socrates) was not so much doctrinal
but a set of practices in thought that are meant as a prepara-
tion for action (Foucault 2005).

What this means might be elucidated by having a closer
look at the curriculum of the Masters programme organised
by the Laboratory, preparing students for work in the broad
field of education, including adult education, cultural educa-
tion, and community developments. In line with the overall
inspiration of the Laboratory, education and research are not
seen as clearly differentiated, and the same goes for forma-
tion of the self (as researcher) and the formation of the other
(as student). All members of the Laboratory share the con-
viction that they are not only or even primarily researchers
but educators as well (in a sense that departs strongly from
the traditional idea that the academic, being a qualified
researcher, has therefore the competence to teach scientifi-
cally based knowledge). The emphasis of the educational
programme in question lies not in the training of profes-
sional educationalists in the usual sense of the expression (as
competent professionals ready to plunge into the working
field). Rather the principal aim of the Masters programme
consists in preparing students to be able to develop educa-
tional practices that respond adequately and in their proper
name to the challenges currently at stake. Of course, the
programme is also concerned with the fostering of theoreti-
cal knowledge and practical skills but not from the stand-
point of handing over clear and definite guidelines that
secure a professional position. Rather these are brought
into play as food for thought that have to be put to the test
in very specific situations.

Moreover, the “hard core” of the training of
educationalists consists in a practical workshop in which
students are asked to develop concrete answers to concrete
issues (e.g. giving delinquent youth a new chance in society,
stimulating poor people to have a voice in local policy,
promoting migrants to participate in the cultural scene).
More precisely, students are required to develop a sensitivity
to becoming attentive to the present situation. This requires

giving up existing frameworks and the immediate inclina-
tion to pass a scientifically based judgement: through con-
crete exercises in which familiar practices as walking,
looking, listening, reading, etc. are turned into concrete
techniques of investigation via which students are invited
to become sensible and sensitive to what is not as yet known
(or possible to represent on the basis of already acquired skill
and insight) and to expose themselves to the world and to
others as they are. Secondly, they are asked to create their
own initiatives that respond to this actual situation from the
perspective of an experimental attitude: they are not asked to
apply theoretical insight they had beforehand to the situa-
tion, but rather to become strangers themselves, so to speak,
giving up the certainty of an obvious response. At the same
time, however, they are also asked to respond to the actual
situation with concrete initiatives. Thirdly, and as a matter of
turning a particular situation that is commonly considered as
a factual matter (delinquency, poverty, etc.) into an issue,
students have to present their own projects in a public way,
and are hence responsible for taking part in creating a “mat-
ter of concern” (e.g. setting up an exhibition, organizing a
series of discussion, constructing a website, making a docu-
mentary film).

In sum, as educationalists challenged to act in a concrete
situation, they become experimenters themselves. The
development of practices aimed at in such a workshop is a
kind of research itself. What these students do is educational
in so far as it is experimental: all are asked to put their own
thoughts and preconceptions — and in a sense their very self -
at stake, and in so doing, they are given the opportunity to
develop an attitude to life, others and themselves that turns
them into educational researchers. The Masters programme
therefore is not aimed directly at the formation of competent
professionals, but in the first place at the formation of “mas-
ter’-researchers that put in question the very idea of an a
priori competent answer/reaction to the particular situation
at hand. Positively formulated, the projects they tentatively
develop constitute an “empirical philosophy” in the sense
that thought, creativity and imagination are engaged in order
to find an adequate answer to a situation that renders them
disabled and incompetent. This is precisely to say that what
they “learn” is not so much to have a safe/competent position
that is a corollary to a scientifically legitimized knowledge
base, but rather, to take an ethical-existential attitude: to be
present to the world and to others on the basis of a work on
the self rather than judging others and the world on the basis
of an already existing body of knowledge and skills.
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Abstract

This chapter explores the marginal position and at times methodologically narrow focus of
the discipline of education today. It suggests as a counterpoint that a much broader claim
can be made for the significance and scope of education. Indeed, as the discipline which
explores how humans come to know, and as the discipline deployed to initiate novices into
every other discipline, education could make a claim — much as philosophy did until it
slipped into practical irrelevance — that it is the discipline of disciplines, or metadiscipline.
The chapter explores the implications of this move at a number of levels, from a strategic
level in which education plays a pre-eminent role in the formation of ‘knowledge society’,

to its implications for the pragmatics of pedagogy.
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Introduction

This chapter explores the nature and status of education as a
discipline." We ask these questions, in this succession: what
does disciplinarity mean, and particularly for education — at
first glance, a messy amalgam of other disciplines? What
would coherently integrated cross-disciplinary inquiry look
like? Taking a step beyond cross-disciplinarity, however,
could — and perhaps should — we recast education in order
to position it as a uniquely all-encompassing metadiscipline?
Could it be understood, in some senses, as a ‘science of
sciences’? What then would this entail?

! This chapter reworks and extends ideas begun in our New Learning:
Elements of a Science of Education, 2008.
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We argue that such moves require: a redefinition of edu-
cation as a peculiarly expansive ‘science’, the establishment
of a broad agenda for ‘knowledge’ in the work of this
science, a reconceptualisation of the connections of ‘knowl-
edge’ with ‘learning’, a definition of pedagogy in terms of its
design processes, and an extended understanding of educa-
tion as intellectual endeavour and social practice.

The contours of our argument are as follows: the chapter
ascends in its level of generality through the concepts ‘dis-
ciplinarity’ and ‘interdisciplinarity’ to make a case for
education as ‘metadiscipline’, then descends into progres-
sively more programmatic detail by discussing what this
means for ‘science’, ‘knowledge’, ‘learning’, ‘pedagogy’
and ‘education’. Along the way, we weave between the ‘is’
and the ‘ought’, the realities of education as an area of
scholarly and pragmatically engaged focus, as well as
what, on the basis of these realities, it could possibly be.
This is a peculiarly apt time to be thinking along these lines,
given the changing nature of knowledge, the expanding
modes of its production, and broader expectations of
learning’s effects.
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Disciplinarity

An academic discipline is often understood to imply a dis-
tinctive way of making knowledge. But it can mean much
more than this. It can imply a field of deep and detailed
content knowledge, a community of professional practice,
a form of discourse (of fine semantic distinction and precise
technicality), an area of work (such as an academic depart-
ment or a research area), a domain of publication and public
communication, a site of learning where apprentices are
inducted into a disciplinary mode, a method of reading and
analysing the world, an epistemic frame or way of thinking —
even a way of acting and type of person.

In the first of these meanings, particularly — ‘a distinctive
way of making knowledge’ — that education appears at best
to be a hybrid, drawing upon a variety of methodologies
including those of psychology, sociology, history, philoso-
phy and management, to name a few. ‘Discipline’ is used
here to denote boundaries to an intellectual community, with
concomitantly  distinctive  contexts, practices and
methodologies (or constellations thereof) for particular
areas of rigorous and concentrated intellectual effort, and
the varying frames of reference used to interpret the world.
Education does not seem to need to be a distinctive disci-
pline insofar as it is practice-oriented, of primarily instru-
mental value in the training and accreditation of teachers. It
presents itself as a diffused and amorphous practice,
providing as it does, support in the induction of neophytes
into every other discipline — learning to become a scientist,
an economist, an historian and the like. Education is thus
regarded as a fellow traveller with all the other disciplines,
and for that tends to be confusingly regarded as both ‘natu-
ral’ and lacking a distinctive disciplinary identity beyond the
pragmatics of a service-learning role.

Interdisciplinarity

Can we, however, strengthen education’s claim to a coher-
ent, cogent, deliberative and distinctive intellectual place by
articulating the intersections and co-dependencies that con-
stitute its interdisciplinarity? Learning — as a set of actions
and dispositions — is a broad, complex and difficult area of
inquiry, which by its very nature needs to be conceived in
peculiarly interdisciplinary terms. Perhaps, then, interdisci-
plinarity can save us from education’s ambiguity of identity.
But if that were to be achieved, what would this peculiar
interdisciplinarity mean?

To clarify an at times over-used and ill-defined concept
first, interdisciplinary work is grounded in the historical
practices of more than one discipline, and consciously

M. Kalantzis and B. Cope

crosses disciplinary contexts and boundaries. This seems to
be happening more nowadays, when old discipline
boundaries prove too constraining as we address the large
tasks of our time, and when new, hybrid disciplines emerge.
We need to become interdisciplinary for pragmatic reasons,
in order to see and do things that can’t be seen or done
adequately within the substantive and methodological
confines of a single discipline — things as big these days as
‘sustainability’, or ‘globalisation’, or ‘inclusion’, or ‘knowl-
edge’. A broader view of an intellectual or practical chal-
lenge may prove to be more powerful than a narrower one,
and even the more finely grained within-discipline views
may prove all-the-more powerful when contextualised
broadly.

The deeper perspectives of disciplinary work need to be
balanced with and measured against the broader perspectives
of interdisciplinarity. Interdisciplinary approaches also need
to be applied for reasons of principle, to disrupt the habitual
narrowness of outlook of within-discipline knowledge work,
to challenge the ingrained, discipline-bound ways of think-
ing that produce occlusion as well as insight. If the knowable
universe is a unity, disciplinarity is a loss as well as a gain,
and interdisciplinarity may in part recover that loss. Inter-
disciplinary approaches also thrive in the interface of disci-
plinary and lay understandings. They are needed for the
practical application of disciplined understandings to the
actually existing world. Robust applied knowledge demands
an interdisciplinary holism: the broad epistemological
engagement that is required simply to be able to deal with
the complex contingencies of a really-integrated universe.
Much intellectual and practical work at some point requires
disciplinarians to become interdisciplinarians. Education is a
clear case in point.

Yet education is also the domain of how humans come to
know. This is a question of such breadth and profundity that
it can only be addressed in a truly interdisciplinary way.
Here are some of the disciplinary strands we may discover
we need to tie together: The connections between knowing
and learning may need to be grounded in the theoretically
fraught philosophical domain of epistemology. While as we
deal with humans in their deep diversity, we need an holistic
understanding of the sociology and anthropology of differ-
ence in inequality. We might also have to acquaint ourselves
with territories considered to be part of the natural sciences,
such as the latest brain research — not the doubtful empiricist
inferences of certain strains of cognitive science or the
populist simplicities of brain hemispheres, but difficult
recent neurobiology which seeks to find the neurological
correlates to consciousness (Koch 2004). We may need to
consider once again the stuff of human nature, where physi-
cal anthropology meets palaeontology meets the study of
primate evolution (Donald 2001). No doubt we need to



13 ‘Education Is the New Philosophy’, to Make a Metadisciplinary Claim for. . .

study the natural history of this strangely symbolic species
(Deacon 1997) and the historical linguistics of the shift from
oracy to literacy as modes of representation of the world
(Goody 1977; Ong 1982). And we may soon discover that
we take a globalist, pan-human view, equally concerned to
understand Indigenous, Buddhist, Confucian and Islamic
ways of knowing as those of classical Europe and the West-
ern Enlightenment. These are only glimpses of some aspects
of what should be education’s hugely ambitious interdisci-
plinary agenda.

We can add to these the range of disciplinary content
areas and contexts — teaching mathematics, literacy, science,
or ethics — and the range of cross-disciplinary issues that
might cross-cut these — learning about the environment,
diversity, equity, or ethics — such that you have a interdisci-
plinary matrix of great complexity, no matter how particular
your point of reference at a specific moment.

The foundational place of learning in all other disciplines,
the immanence of learning in every moment and aspect of
life, its position at the interface of lay and disciplinary
understandings, and the necessarily mulitperspectivalism of
its humanistic and physiological subject matter (at once
psychological, bodily, brain-cognitive, sociological, mana-
gerial, and so forth) makes education a discipline which is in
its intrinsic character interdisciplinary. At this point, might
we abandon our anxieties of disciplinary identity and say
that education is always, and necessarily, a site of interdisci-
plinary rather than disciplinary work? Yes, we could, but no,
perhaps we should go further.

Metadisciplinarity

Perhaps education’s interdisciplinarity is peculiarly neces-
sary and peculiarly expansive, to the extent that it points to
something broader and deeper than other interdisciplinary
practices?

Education as we find it in universities, colleges and
schools today — this being the point from which we begin
in our discussion of disciplinarity — seems to be less rigorous
and derivative, its disciplinary base pragmatic and its
methods drawn from other, apparently more foundational
disciplines: epistemology, the cognitive science of percep-
tion and memory, developmental psychology, the history of
modern institutions, the sociology of diverse communities,
the linguistics and semiotics of meaning, and the substantive
knowledge of various subject areas such as literature, sci-
ence or mathematics, to name several of its sources. This
appearance, however, may also be read as a sign of
education’s metadisciplinarity. Education — or the science
of learning — for the same reasons that it appears to be
derivative of everything and in support of anything, could

103

also be framed as the source of all other disciplines. Maybe
education could be conceived as a more expansive reference
point from which the meaning of other disciplines can be
derived, rather than a composite, recomposed from the resid-
ual shreds and patches of other disciplines? The interdisci-
plinary sourcer becomes the source, and so becomes more
than merely interdisciplinary.

What, then, would education-as-source do? The
metadiscipline of education inquires into learning, or how
we come to know and be. Education-as-metadiscipline
explores knowing and being, and how people and groups
learn and come to be what they are. As such, it is an
especially expansive exploration of knowing: knowing how
knowing happens and how capacities to know develop, and
knowing what being is and how being becomes. (Later in
this chapter, as we become more specific, we will discuss
what ‘knowing’ might encompass, more than the conven-
tional stuff of mind and cognition, extending as far as being.)

We want to make this special claim for education for
some strategic as well as principled reasons. Too often
education is regarded as a poor cousin of other disciplines
in the university: the natural sciences, the humanities, and
the other professions, for instance. It is regarded as some-
thing that enables other disciplines, rather than a discipline
in its own right. This is reflected in lower levels of research
funding, student entry requirements, and the destination
salaries of graduates.

The low status of education, and the reasons why it often
sets its intellectual sights so low, can be located in part in its
professional and practical orientation and the view that
learning is ‘natural’. ‘Teacher training’ it is often called
and as such it is often aptly named (rather that teacher
education, even), when one surveys the narrowly instrumen-
tal intellectual horizons of education programs and courses.
The pragmatism of its focus — the mechanics, job practices,
and accreditation — prevents education from appearing and
becoming a discipline proper, let alone a rigorously interdis-
ciplinary practice or even a metadiscipline. The consequence
is that the intellectual profession par excellence, grounded as
it should be in this discipline of and for all the disciplines, is
reduced to narrow proceduralism. Education’s graduates,
instead of becoming innovators and forward thinkers,
become people who are wedded to the familiar, heritage
institutions of schooling and their processes. They become
deeply conservative, in their orientation to social
institutions, even if not by and large in their political stance
understood in the conventional sense.

This might have been a workable outcome until recently.
It might have been enough to produce good systems people,
administratively speaking. Not only did education’s
graduates ‘get’ the tricks and tropes of institutional school-
ing to have made it over the accreditation bar. They must
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also have liked these oft-times strange games enough to
dedicate the rest of their lives to those same institutions.
What, then, could we expect teachers to be, other than
defenders of a certain kind of teacherliness into which they
have grown from a very early age? Yet the habits which
make for institutional inertia are now reaching a crisis point:
we face deep structural challenges to heritage educational
practices presented by the forces of globalisation, new
technologies, differentiated identities, distributed knowl-
edge systems, and a shift in the balance of agency away
from hierarchical and towards participatory cultures. Maybe
it’s time to broaden our horizons of intellectual and practical
interest. Maybe, even, we will have to.

How could education become a metadiscipline: a disci-
pline of disciplines? Could education become intellectually
adventurous, a disciplinary leader rather than an enabler of
other disciplines, which does little better than draw haphaz-
ardly on bits and pieces of other disciplines for its priorities,
methodologies and content?

Here is what is unusual about education, reasons why it
could be a pivot point for all other disciplinary endeavour:
The intellectual and practical agenda of education is no
less than to explore the bases and pragmatics of human
knowledge, becoming and identity. Education asks this
ur-disciplinary question: How is it that we come to know
and be, as individuals and collectively?

If this is education’s central question, surely then we can
argue that it is the source of all other disciplines? It is the
means by which of all other disciplines come into being. The
metadiscipline of education is greater than the conventional
stuff of the institutions of schooling and their processes.
It deserves more than practices which draw eclectically
and opportunistically for its work on the tools other disci-
plinary trades. Much more ambitiously, it is about the foun-
dational and expansive question of knowing and becoming.
It used to be philosophy which claimed a cross-domain
position of this order, but philosophy may have lost this
place for having become too disengaged from other disci-
plinary practices, too arcane and word-bound, too discon-
nected from lived or practical experience.

More than the equal of other disciplines, education is the
soil in which all the other disciplines grow. You can’t do any
of the other disciplines in a university or college except
through the medium of education. No other discipline exists
except through its learning: an individual learning the
accumulated knowledge that has become that discipline,
and the social learning represented by the whole discipline
itself and its community of practitioners. Education is about
knowing and becoming, and knowing is the foundational
question for all intellectual and much practical work, and
hence, becoming.

Education is the new philosophy.

M. Kalantzis and B. Cope

Science

What, then, are the processes of the metadiscipline of edu-
cation? Is it a science? And if it is, in what sense? What does
it mean to be a metadisciplinary science, as distinct from
‘normal’ science?

One response to education’s disciplinary identity crisis is
to retreat into method for self-definition, and narrowly
circumscribed method at that. In the case of Federal educa-
tional research funding during the Bush II regime in the
United States, that method of choice was the ‘gold standard’
of randomised controlled experimentation, legislated in the
No Child Left Behind Act. This idea is represented in its
clearest and most influential form in the report of the US
National Research Council, Scientific Research in Education
(Shavelson and Towne 2002). The drift of the report is to
assert that only a certain kind of empirical research and
controlled experimentation — x initiative leads to y measur-
able results — is worthy of the name ‘science’. Like the
medical scientist, we might give some learners a dosage of
a certain kind of educational medicine and others a placebo
to see whether a particular intervention produces better test
results. This, the report calls ‘evidence-based research’,
rather too ambitiously insofar as there are surely other
roads to empirical knowledge, and not just one which is
templated upon clinical medical research.

The Department of Education is explicit about its agenda
here: “Unlike medicine, agriculture and industrial produc-
tion, the field of education operates largely on the basis of
ideology and consensus. As such, it is subject to fads and
is incapable of the cumulative progress that follows from the
application of the scientific method and from the systematic
collection and use of objective information ... We will
change education to make it into an evidence-based field”
(Quoted in Erikson and Gutierrez 2002: 22). So, in this
conception, the intellectual task of education is to measure
various classroom inputs in relation to learner test outputs in
an empiricist and instrumentalist way without critically
examining the broader frame of reference of the classroom
in a changing society and the relevance of the outputs. For its
methodical proceduralism alone, this variant of the disci-
pline of education calls itself science. But what if it turns out
to be a science that is attempting minor re-engineering of a
pedagogical system which might be in need of a more
thoroughgoing overhaul?

One possible rejoinder to the elevation of randomised
controlled experimentation as the beginning and end of
educational science, is that education can never be like a
science: the model of controlled experimentation offered by
laboratory natural science is unachievable in education and
if anything unethical (Popkewitz 2004: 67-68). We’re deal-
ing with human beings with interests, desires, identities and
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agency, not just cognitive entities and clinically isolatable
pedagogical moves.

Another rejoinder is that the natural and technological
sciences are themselves more ‘ideological’ — more subject to
contestation around axes of human interest — than the narrow
understanding of science proffered by the proponents of
‘evidence-based’ research seem to be able to comprehend.
Whether it be bioethics, the politics of climate research, the
debates around Darwinism and ‘intelligent design’, or the
semantics of computer systems, questions of politics and
ideology are bound closely with the ostensible evidence.
There can no longer be any faux empiricism, not even in
the natural and technological sciences. Nor can there be
narrowly unambitious apolitical horizons. Maybe there’s
something fundamentally wanting in the institutional inheri-
tance that is today’s schools?

Meanwhile medical scientists are trying to tackle
problems that are seemingly impossible and, much of the
time, ethically contentious. They’re doing something
bigger than randomised controlled experimentation. Their
ambitions are high. Their risks great. They are trying to
come up with things that are fundamentally new, radically
innovative, shockingly transformative. Any such ambitions
are way beyond the bounds of a narrowly ‘evidence-based’
view of education science, methodologically and in practice.

The understanding of science that underlies this definition
of education’s disciplinarity reflects a semantic narrowing
of the word that is peculiar to English. In English, ‘science’
seems to apply more comfortably to the natural world, and
only by analogy to some of the more systematic and
empirically-based of the human sciences. It connotes a
sometimes narrow kind of systematicity: the canons of
empirical method, an often less-than reflective acceptance
of received theoretical categories and paradigms, formal
reasoning disengaged from human and natural consequ-
ences, technical control without adequate ethical reflection,
the elision of means and ends, narrow instrumentalism and
techno-rationalism, a pragmatism without a broader view of
consequences, and conservative risk aversion. These are
some of the occupational hazards of activities that name
themselves ‘sciences’ — social, natural or applied. However,
it’s not enough simply to have a rigorous empirical method-
ology without a critical eye to alternative interests and
paradigmatic frames of reference, and without a view to
human-transformational potentials.

By counterposition, humanistic methodologies often take
charge of the social, distancing themselves from the per-
ceived narrownesses of scientific method. But this move
may at times leave science stranded, separated from its
social origins and ends. The natural and technological
sciences are subject to greater contestation around axes of
human interest than a narrow understanding of science
would admit. A reconstructive view of the social, natural
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and applied sciences needs to be more holistic, attempting
to avoid the occlusions of narrow methodological
approaches. It would also be more ambitious, intellectually
and practically.

We might, perhaps, consider a broader view of science as
disciplinary practice, and in particular the kind of science we
might deploy in the intellectual and practical work of educa-
tion, an area of work we are now claiming has an unusually
metadisciplinary character and responsibility. What can we
mean by this ‘science’?

The English word ‘science’ derives from the Latin
‘sciens’, or ‘knowing’. The meaning of ‘science’ has been
narrowed in English to mean empirical method applied to
the natural or human world without the minimisation poten-
tially prejudicial subjective interest (Chalmers 1976). In this
narrow English definition, philosophy and the study of liter-
ature are not sciences; they are ‘humanities’. And where is
education in this narrow understanding of the term ‘sci-
ence’? The answer is ambiguous, half way between the
sciences and the humanities, perhaps. Or narrowly in an
adaptation of empirical methods from clinical medicine if
one wants to find a methodological ‘gold standard’.

Return to the expansiveness of ‘science’ in its etymology,
and the study of human learning must have claim to the word
at least equal to the other social sciences and the natural
sciences. The root, however, is perhaps too expansive to
describe the contemporary practices of science. Not all
knowing deserves to be called ‘science’. To be all-
encompassing would rob the word of the capacity to make
some important distinctions between scientific work and the
knowing that happens in ordinary, everyday experience.
Broader than empirical work alone, the meaning of science
we want to propose implies an intensity of focus and a
concentration of intellectual energies greater than that
commonsense, vernacular or lay knowing. It relies on the
ritualistic rigour and accumulated wisdoms of disciplinary
practices.

Wherever science is to be found, it involves a kind of
systematicity that does not exist in casual experience.
Husserl draws the distinction between ‘lifeworld’ experi-
ence and what is in ‘transcendental’ about science (Husserl
1970; Cope and Kalantzis 2000). The ‘lifeworld’ is everyday
lived experience. It is a place where one’s commonsense
understandings and actions seem to work instinctively: not
too much conscious or reflective thought is required. The
‘transcendental’ of science is a place above and beyond the
commonsense assumptions of the lifeworld. In counterdis-
tinction to the relative unconscious, unreflexive knowledge
in and of the lifeworld, science sets out to comprehend and
create designs which are beyond and beneath the everyday,
amorphous pragmatics of the lifeworld. Science is focused,
systematic, premeditated, reflective, purposeful, disciplined,
and open to scrutiny by a community of experts. Science is
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more intensive work and harder work than the knowing in
and of the lifeworld.

Here are two big openings for the practice of educational
science if we conceive education to be a metadiscipline. The
first is to think broadly and deeply about the conditions of
our knowing and learning, to strengthen the theories, the
research methodologies, the epistemologies and the
practices needed for a science that is the grounding for all
disciplines which purport to address the social world and the
relation of the social to the natural world. Its foundational
question is, how can we know in ways which in any way
transcend the ordinary knowledge of the lifeworld? Educa-
tion exists at the interface of the lifeworld and science. Its
focus, no less, is how one comes to know in ways that are
more than unconsciously and unreflective embedded in the
lifeworld. This is big science and deeply significant science,
in the service of all disciplines.

The second opening is pragmatic and inventive. Intellec-
tual work is more than an act of observation. It is also an act
of imagination and design. At its best, it is ambitious, risky
and world-transformative. If the medical sciences can have
big human ambitions, then the social sciences can have
ambitions as large as to settle the relation of humans to the
natural environment, the material conditions of human
equality and the character of the future person. There’s no
knowing what we can do to address any of these issues
without a science of education, broadly conceived. Indeed,
perhaps our conception should be as broad as this.

Education is a science for all sciences.

Knowledge

The metadiscipline of education — this science of sciences —
focuses on the theories and practices of how humans come to
know and be. What do we mean by ‘know’, and how is
‘know’ connected to ‘be’?

We can start narrowly, linking knowledge to cognition,
conventionally understood. Everyday semantics tells us that
knowledge is stuff in one’s head. It is information or things
one knows. It also involves ‘understanding’, or the capacity
to work things out for oneself on the basis of logic and the
patterns which underlie information.

Knowledge however is a lot more that just what’s in one’s
head, or how one’s head perceives and what it figures to be in
the outside world. Head is in dynamic interrelation to body,
and body is a thing in and of the physical world. Mental
experience is in one’s body, and body is a part of the world
of physical existence. One’s mind’s thinking is connected to
the body’s feeling, and these feelings are extensions of the
body into the sensuous world — the sights, sounds, smells and
tastes that comprise or everyday experience. Our whole
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bodies, not our minds alone, are gripped by emotion —
happiness, sadness, love, hatred, fear, anger, surprise or
curiosity — and these emotions are part of our deeply
ingrained knowing processes (Damasio 1994). Our bodies
are also engaged in the business of representation or mean-
ing. The mind cannot mean anything, either to others or to
itself, without the body and its connections with the sensu-
ous world. In this sense, knowing is not just what you think.
It is what you do and how you are in the sensuous world.
Knowing is a process of becoming. Human being is its
outcome.

Knowing is a set of capabilities, not just a set of mental
capacities. A set of mental capacities exists in order to do
things in the world: to hammer a nail or build a bridge, to
cook a meal or fly to the moon, to solve a small problem or
imagine a better future. Mental capacity is one part of the
equation, but mental capacity is empty and meaningless
without the capability to do something with it. In this
sense, knowing is not just what you can think; it is what
you can do and who you can be in the context of an
inseparably interlinked ‘outside’ world. Knowing is consti-
tutive of being.

Another kind of ‘outside’ is the intrinsically social char-
acter of knowledge: the things you know because you have
been told, things that you rely on other people to know and
things that you can find out when you need to. When we
make knowledge, we rely heavily on these outside knowl-
edge resources. We connect with these in the form of knowl-
edge handed on to us by other humans from their
accumulated experiences, stored in social practices and
representations of the world: their ways of categorising
things, their ways of making logical connections and the
conclusions they have come to about the nature of the
world. These are given to us in the form of already-
constructed and always-ready-to-be-shared meanings: /in-
guistic (a language which helps us make sense of the
world), visual (the imagery of our surroundings and our
culture), audio (from alerts to music which evokes emotion),
gestural (bodily meanings), tactile (sensations of touch,
smell and taste) and spatial (bodily positions such as teacher
in relation to learner or shopkeeper and customer, and
architectonically-shaped meanings) (Cope and Kalantzis
2009a, b). These meanings are the raw materials of human
society and culture. They are the stuff of beliefs, values,
rules, ideologies and identities. These meanings constitute
our being.

This then, is the scope of the metadiscipline of education.
If we are to address how we come to know, our subject
matter is no less than thinking, feeling, body, action, the
natural and constructed world, representation and sociabil-
ity: the sum total of being. There is little or nothing else we
need to think about or act upon. This is why the science of
education is so much broader than ‘normal’ science.
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So, if knowing is a kind of action that can be this ordi-
nary, how do we distinguish everyday knowing from deeper
knowing? This is a key question for the discipline of educa-
tion. It is akin to the lifeworld/science distinction which we
need in order to define science more precisely than all of
knowing. What is the capability of deeper knowing that is
‘knowledge-ability’? What is the product of that capability,
to be ‘knowledgeable’? What is expertise, and how does one
become expert?

Knowledge-ability is the product of deliberate knowledge
design work, special efforts put into knowing something. It
entails a peculiar intensity of focus and specific knowledge-
making techniques, working at the interface of everyday life
and specially designed efforts to elicit deeper knowledge. As a
consequence, others are able to rely upon a person who is
knowledgeable, and that person is better able to trust their
own knowledge. In a society of hugely expansive knowledge,
we can trust our knowledge in some areas, but need to rely on
the expert knowledge of our fellow humans in other areas,
hence the engineers, or doctors, or teachers, or mothers, or
experienced hikers, for instance. Not only do we rely on these
others because they have become knowledgeable. We also
respect their knowledge-ability, and the domain-specific
techniques they have used to become knowledgeable and
continue to use as they encounter new problems and
challenges. We rely on the work they have put into knowing,
their education. Knowledge is grounded in the specially
focused things one does which distinguish everyday, common-
sense knowing from an organised, ordered, socially and his-
torically constructed knowing. Such knowing is regarded as
trustworthy because of its practical effectiveness, its authori-
tative sources, and its openness to critique and refutation.

The unknowing understandings of the lifeworld may, by
contrast, consist of: casual impressions that are fleeting,
observations that are superficial, perceptions that turn out
to be illusions, conclusions that prove to be erroneous,
emotions that cloud sound judgment, intuitions that are ill-
informed, wishful thinking when you really want something
were the case but later come to the realisation that it is not,
opinions based on personal prejudice, ideologies which rep-
resent narrow self-interest, statements that can be shown to
be illogical, perspectives that are based on limited experi-
ence and which are inappropriately applied beyond their
parochial source, or lore and rule which has been handed
down from sources of institutional power and authority and
accepted unquestioningly, true to relations of power but not
more broadly true.

By contrast, deeper and broader knowledge is the result of
things people have done which makes their understanding
more reliable than casual lifeworld experience. To become
critically knowledgeable about phenomena of the embodied
lifeworld, and in ways of knowing beyond taken-for-granted
experience, requires systematic observation, the application
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of strategies for checking, questioning and verification,
immersion in the culture of the way of knowing under
examination and the use of multiple sources of information.

More rigorous knowledge making strategies include:
corroborating perceptions with others who have seen the
same thing and which can be further tested and verified by
others, applying insight and awareness based on broad experi-
ence to emotions and feelings, justifying opinions and beliefs to
oneself and others (including others whose judgment is to be
respected based on their expertise), taking into account
ideologies which represent interests broader than one’s own
and with a longer view than immediate gratification, statements
whose logical consistency can be demonstrated, developing
perspectives based on in-depth and broad experience and
which are broadly applicable, grounding principles in critical
reflection by oneself and others, and forming intelligence in the
light of wary scepticism and an honest recognition of one’s own
motives. The knowledge that is founded on these kinds of
knowledge-making practices, purposeful designs for learning-
engagement in and with the world, help form a person who may
be regarded as knowledgeable, a person who has puts a partic-
ularly focused effort into some aspects of their knowing.

Knowledge worthy of its name consists of a number of
different kinds of action which produce more trustworthy,
more insightful and more useful results. We have to concen-
trate on our ways of knowing to achieve this greater depth or
expertise. We have to work purposefully, systematically and
more imaginatively at it. What, then, are some of the things
we can do to know? What do we do which means that our
knowledge transcends the everyday understandings of the
lifeworld? What do we do when we do science?

Science consists of a variety of forms of learning-action
or knowledge processes. It is not simply a process of think-
ing or a matter of understanding in the cognitive sense.
Rather it is a series of performatives: acts of intervention
as well as acts of representation, deeds as well as thoughts,
types of practice as well as forms of contemplation, designs
of knowledge action and learning-engagement in concept as
well as action. The deeper and broader knowledge that is the
object of study of the science of education consists of the
kinds of things we do (knowledge-abilities) to create out-of-
the-ordinary knowledge.

How, then does one come to know? Fazal Rizvi’s talk of
‘epistemic virtues’ alludes to this terrain, discerning these as
markers of practices in creating reliable knowledge (Rizvi
2007). But what is the range of knowledge-making actions
that one could take to create out-of-the-ordinary knowledge?
How does one develop deeper capacities for knowing that
we have called science in the broader sense?

We want to suggest four-by-two main types of engage-
ment with knowing or knowledge processes which may
constitute a knowledge repertoire (Kalantzis and Cope
2005; Kalantzis and Cope 2008). These are the kinds of
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things you can do to know. Each of the four is no more than a
rough grouping. In the real life of knowing, several of these
modes of knowledge engagement may be found to be indis-
tinguishably connected. In this sense, they are orientations to
knowledge rather than neat categories of knowledge-making
activity. These are some of the out-of-the-ordinary learning-
actions or knowledge processes that might be taken as
markers of more reliable knowledge and justify use of the
word ‘science’.

Experiencing

®

(i)

Science has a basis in /ived experience. This experience
may be grounded in direct personal intuition of the
already-known, on interests integral to the lifeworld,
on the richness of life fully lived. But it involves a
concentrated focus on the ground of experience and
methods for its reading which are beyond casual immer-
sion. This kind of knowledge process might involve
protocols for listening to voice, feeling the sensual,
recognising the embodied, framing the performative,
accounting for the complex layers of the lifeworld,
explaining the politics of identity or understanding the
intuitive. These are the virtues of poststructuralist social
science. Their occupational hazards are excessive sub-
jectivism, an agnostic relativism and a distancing,
identity-driven politics (Blackburn 2005).

Science also has an empirical basis, or the experience of
moving into new and potentially strange terrains,
deploying the processes of methodical observation,
carefully regulated experimentation and systematic
reading of experience. This kind of knowledge process
uses systematised routines of observation, testing,
recording, measurement, quantification and description.
Taken to one-sided excess, it creates narrow empiricism
such as characteristic of the ‘No Child Left Behind’
vision for educational science.

Conceptualising

®

(ii)

Science uses categorical frames of reference based on
higher levels of semantic distinction, consistency and
agreement within a community of expert practice, than
is normal in everyday discourse. Using this knowledge
process, we may make knowledge by grouping like and
unlike on the basis of underlying attributes, and we may
abstract, classify and build taxonomies (Vygotsky
1962). The danger in such categorical work is rigidity
and overly simplified either/or dualisms.

Science puts concepts to work in theories which model
the world and build explanatory paradigms. The danger
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of excessive emphasis on theory is unreflective accep-
tance of received theories and poorly grounded episte-
mological idealism.

Analysing

®

(ii)

Science develops frames of reasoning and explanation:
logic, inference, prediction, hypothesis, induction,
deduction. Amongst the occupational hazards of this
kind of knowledge work is to develop systems of formal
reasoning disengaged from human and natural
consequences, that create systems of technical control
without adequate ethical reflection; that elide means and
ends, and that promote a narrow functionalism, instru-
mentalism or techno-rationalism.

Strong science also analyses the world through the
always cautious eye of critique, interrogating interests,
motives and ethics that may motivate knowledge claims.
It promotes, in other words, an ever-vigilant process of
metacognitive reflection. However, the dangers of these
kinds of knowledge work include disengaged criticism
and supercilious inaction without design responsibility,
political confrontation without constructive engage-
ment, academic fractiousness without apparent need
for negotiated compromise.

Applying

@

(i)

Science is also application-oriented. It is pragmatic,
designing and implementing practical solutions within
larger frames of reference and achieving technical and
instrumental outcomes. What purpose has knowing,
after all, other than to have an effect on the world,
directly or indirectly? This kind of knowledge process
involves practical forms of understanding and knowl-
edge application in a predictable way in an appropriate
setting. Its dangers may be narrow instrumentalism and
uncritical, technicist pragmatism.
In its most transformative moments science-in-applica-
tion is inventive and innovative: redesigning paradigms,
and transforming social being and the conditions of the
natural world. This kind of knowledge process may be
manifest as creativity, innovation, knowledge transfer
into a distant setting, risk taking, self-enablement, and
the attempt to translate emancipatory and utopian
agendas into practical realities. Its occupational hazards
are voluntaristic overconfidence that leads to a naive
lack of pragmatism and a misreading of practical
circumstances that produces failure.

Less important than the specifics of this grouping, how-

ever, is the idea that purposefully deploying a broader range
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of knowledge processes can produce more cogent knowl-
edge than a narrower, unreflective and more ad hoc range.
So, for instance, a careful empiricism is all the more power-
ful if balanced with a cautious eye to interests and agendas.
Applied knowledge work will be more powerful if it is
founded on clarity and coherence of categorical precision
and theoretical framing. Science, in other words, is likely to
be stronger when we use a balance of alternative knowledge
moves or acts of knowing.

When its processes of knowing are more partial, reliable
science is aware of its partiality and able to justify it.
Disciplines may prioritise one or more knowledge process
or kind of scientific move over others, and this may be the
source of their strength as often as they are also potential
points of weakness — for instance, reflections on lived expe-
rience and critique in literary analysis, or categorical frames
of reference and logical reasoning in elementary particle
physics — though no substantive domain of knowledge
could every be completely resistant to one or other of the
knowledge processes.

Science can be distinguished from lifeworld when any or
all of these knowledge processes are put to work. Education
as metadiscipline, however, must use them all, for all are
needed to understand the sources, dynamics and transforma-
tive energies of knowing and learning. Education is,
uniquely, not just a user of the knowledge processes, but a
metadiscipline whose concern is all of these knowledge
processes: what they are, why we use them and their
knowledge-learning effects.

This is why education is the science of sciences.

Learning

Learning is the way a person (ontogenetically speaking) or a
group (phylogenetically speaking) comes to know and be.
Learning happens anywhere and everywhere, anytime and
all the time in our everyday experience of the lifeworld. It
happens naturally in the sense that it is integral to our
character as a species. Much of the time, we learn effort-
lessly and thus without conscious attention. Indeed, learning
is embedded in the world with such pervasive subtlety that,
much of the time, we are barely aware it is happening. After
the event, we may be surprised by what we come to realise
we have learnt. This becomes the stuff of judgment and
intuition that lends strength to our convictions.

The casual learning of the lifeworld is endogenous —
intrinsic — arising from within and to be found throughout.
This kind of learning is sometimes called ‘informal’. It does
not require pedagogy, or curriculum, or social settings that
might be called ‘educational’. It is amorphous. It happens in
a haphazard way. It is an unorganised process, incidental and
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accidental. Sometimes this learning happens in roundabout
ways, where, in retrospect, you realise you could have learnt
something quicker and more directly if you had been directly
instructed. This learning is often so endogenous, so embed-
ded in the lifeworld, that you barely realise you have learnt.
It is organic, contextual, situational. The things you come to
know this way mostly take the form of tacit, passive or
background knowledge.

Education, by comparison, is more conscious and
structured. It is relatively formal insofar as it is deliberate,
systematic and explicit. It sets out to be a more efficient way
of becoming knowledge-able and acquiring specific knowl-
edge. To this end, it is structured and goal-oriented. It
involves deliberate and deliberative design and is thus
more analytical than everyday learning: abstracting,
generalising, and creating knowledge which will not only
work for the setting in which it is found, but perhaps also be
transferable from one context (the curriculum) to one or
more other contexts (in the world). Education also happens
in a peculiarly focused kind of representational space or
learning community, whose role, relationships and rules
are directed in the first instance to learning, and only sec-
ondarily to the ends of this learning in the wider world.

Education, most importantly, is a particular form of
learning which consciously creates an outside (the lifeworld)
separate from the inside (the extra effort that is put into
premeditated knowing). In these senses, it is grounded in
the broad foundations of science-work. In fact, education
makes knowledge moves that parallel those of science.

Of course, the lifeworld of informal learning is intimately
connected by lines of reference to the educational processes
of formal learning. But there are things about education
which make it a different kind of learning process to every-
day or casual learning in the lifeworld. One of the more
obvious differences is tangible: we’re in this learning space
(inside) speaking about the world or another space (outside).
Another is the mode of speaking: an externalised reference
to speak in a necessarily abstracting way about general
phenomena for which there may be numerous instances.
(In the lifeworld, we’re mostly interested in the instances
that stand before us.) It is, moreover, necessarily explicit.
You can’t simply say ‘look at that’ because the mountain
stands before you as an awesome presence. Instead you have
to name or picture or simulate what you are talking about
explicitly, precisely because your referent is not there with
you. This requires a particular form of imagination (McGinn
2004). The key to education is how you bring the outside
inside, and their modes of interconnection. Through these
connections there arise specific educational roles,
relationships, (teacher/learner) and rules of engagement.

Today, the nature of the inside/outside distinction that
defines education is changing. In the past, education was
institutionally, spatially and temporally defined: a
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characteristic teacher-learner relationship, architectonic
arrangement and timetable. By contrast, education today is
becoming ubiquitous (Cope and Kalantzis 2009a, b). A
learner may be at home, engaged in an e-learning program.
Or they may be involved in a mentoring program at work. Or
they may be learning how to use a piece of software using a
help-menu or tutorial that is built into the software. The sites
may be more dispersed, the times more flexible and the
teacher-learner relationships transformed, but there’s some-
thing about the knowledge authority-novice relationship,
about scaffolded learner activities, and about the mode of
inside-to-outside reference, that still makes even these dif-
fused modes of learning relatively formal, consciously
designed and thus specifically educational.

Informal learning occurs without conscious educational
design. Formal learning or education is a process of learning
by design. Learning communities and modes of representa-
tion which are specifically designed for that purpose may
range from a traditional classroom, to a mentoring relation-
ship built into a workplace, to an online program, to a school
or a whole education system. They are unlike communities
and representational modes in which learning incidentally
happens to occur, and this is because they establish specifi-
cally educational relationships between people and between
people and knowledge.

Pedagogy

Pedagogy consists of the microdesigns of learning, the
action sets that are constitutive of knowing and so, being.
A journey of sorts, pedagogy’s plans, circumstances, effects
and traces can be told in narrative form. Pedagogy is
constituted through the actions one takes to build out-of-
the-ordinary knowledge, as a person or in a group.

We mean ‘out of the ordinary’ in two of the possible
senses of this phrase. In one meaning, we literally mean
‘out of”, for knowledge is inevitably grounded in the ordi-
nary. Education’s reference point is to an ordinary world on
its outside. It necessarily connects with this outside world,
which it both reflects and transforms. Education is built from
the ground of the lifeworld. However, educational spaces
have a peculiar manner of being in the world, both formal
institutions with physical locations and other sites or
moments of time in which we do things that we might call
‘educational’. They are about and for the world without quite
being of the world. Their primary reason for being is outside
of themselves. Pedagogy, for instance, refers to the world:
now mountains, then great deeds, then things to be
enumerated. Education also shapes human capacities which
can be used in the outside worlds of work, citizenship and
community life.
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We call this ‘exophoric’ reference. An exophoric refer-
ence points out at something. ‘Look at that’, we might say in
words, when we’re both experiencing the sight of the moun-
tain, an unexceptional lifeworld experience. The words
mean very little without the shared experience, without our
common understanding of what the sentence is pointing out
to. In education, we are forever referring to things in text or
image which exist beyond the room or the page or the screen.
This is one of the peculiar things about education. It never
exists for itself. It always exists for purposes beyond itself. It
points out at the world. And across the range of educational
experiences, there is nothing in the world to which some bit
of education does not point, or could not conceivably point.
In these respects, there is nothing else quite like education.
Of all the sciences and professions, education is uniquely
‘other-worldly’ and uniquely all-encompassing.

However, when we say that pedagogy is ‘out of the
ordinary’ we also mean to say that it is extra-ordinary, to
play to another meaning of this ambiguous phrase. It is
deliberate and designed. One aspect of this is an unusual
degree of explicitness. Exophoric reference needs to be more
explicit simply to be intelligible. Education does not have
the benefit of shared experience that can be taken-for-
granted for the simple reason that world to which it refers
is not immediately present. And education is extra-ordinary
for another reason: just like science, pedagogy deploys char-
acteristic moves in order to create knowledge that is deeper
and broader than ordinary knowledge in the lifeworld,
ordinarily and informally learned. So, the metadisciplinary
science of education is about the deliberate and focused
ways of coming to know which distinguish science, and
the ways these can be translated into effective designs for
learning.

Pedagogy is the design of learning activity sequences,
localised in time and space, and with a narrative structure
(orientation, journey, destination). It is a scaffold for learner
performances of knowing.

Pedagogy is learning-by-design.

Following is a translation of the four-by-two knowledge
processes we suggested for science, into four-by-two knowl-
edge processes for pedagogy. This is how the characteristic
moves of science might be translated into a pragmatics of
pedagogy. The choices made constitute in the domain of
pedagogy, constitute designs for learning. Learning by
design needs to be deliberative, purposeful and reflective in
order to ensure that goals align with the performance
outcomes and aspirations of learners.”

2 Qur Learning by Design project is an attempt to frame these concepts
in pedagogical practice. See L-by-D.com.
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Experiencing

Experiencing is a knowledge process in which learners
develop knowledge through immersion in the real, everyday
stuff of the world: personal experience, concrete engage-
ment and exposure to evidence, facts and data. Experiencing
occurs as an unexceptional matter of course in the lifeworld
— and the learning that is its consequence tends to be uncon-
scious, haphazard, tacit, incidental and deeply endogenous
to the lifeworld. By comparison, the experiencing that
occurs in pedagogy in its nature tends to be far more con-
scious, systematic, explicit, structured and exophoric. It
assumes a stance in which the experiencing refers to a
place outside of the educational setting: by means of textual,
visual or audio representation, by simulation or by excur-
sion, for instance. We propose two, quite distinct ways of
experiencing:

(i) Experiencing the Known is a knowledge process which
draws on learner lifeworld experience: building upon the
learning resource of the everyday and the familiar, prior
knowledge, community background, personal interests
and perspectives and individual motivation. Human cog-
nition is situated. It is contextual. Meanings are grounded
in real world of patterns of experience, action and sub-
jective interest. Learners bring their own, invariably
diverse knowledge, experiences and interests into the
learning situation. These are the subjective and deeply
felt truths of lived and voiced experience. Cazden and
Luke call these pedagogical ‘weavings’, such as between
school learning and the practical out-of-school
experiences of learners (Cazden 20006).

(ii) Experiencing the New is a knowledge process in which
the learner is immersed in an unfamiliar domain of
experience, either real (places, communities, situations)
or virtual (texts, images, data and other represented
meanings). The ‘new’ is defined from the learner’s per-
spective: what is unfamiliar to them, given their life-
world origins. To make sense of the new in a way which
is adequate to productive learning, however, the new at
least has to have some elements of familiarity: it has to
make at last half sense, and it must make overall intui-
tive sense. For learning to occur, it also needs to be
scaffolded: there must be means for the parts that are
unfamiliar to be made intelligible (with the assistance of
peers, teachers, textual cross-references or help menus,
for instance). The result is a journey away from the
lifeworld along a horizontal axis of expanding knowl-
edge, taking a cross-cultural journey of one sort or
another. Experiencing the New entails immersion in
new information or situations, careful observation, and
reading and recording of new facts and data. Learners
encounter new information or experiences, but only
within zone of intelligibility and safety, of what
Vygotsky calls a ‘zone of proximal development’, suffi-
ciently close to the learners’ own lifeworlds to be half
familiar but sufficiently new to require new learning
(Vygotsky 1978).

Conceptualising

Conceptualising involves the development of abstract,
generalising concepts and theoretical synthesis of these
concepts. In this knowledge process, the learner moves
away from lifeworld experience along a vertical axis of
deepening knowledge: examining underlying structures,
causes and relationships, many of which may be counter-
intuitive and challenge commonsense assumptions.

Conceptualising occurs in two ways:

(i) Conceptualising by Naming is a knowledge process by
means of which the learner learns to use abstract,
generalising terms. A concept not only names the par-
ticular; it also abstracts something general from that
particular so that other particulars can be given the
same name despite immediately visible and situational
dissimilarities. In child development, Vygotsky
describes the development of concepts in psycholinguis-
tic terms (Vygotsky 1934/1986). Sophisticated adult
thinking equally involves naming concepts (Luria
1976). Conceptualising by Naming entails drawing
distinctions, identifying of similarity and difference,
and categorising with labels. By these means, learners
give abstract names to things and develop concepts.
Expert communities of practice typically develop these
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kinds of vocabularies to describe and explain deep,
specialised, disciplinary knowledges based on the finely
tuned conceptual distinctions. Conceptualising is not
mere a matter of teacherly or textbook telling based on
legacy academic disciplines, but a knowledge process in
which learners become active concept-creators, making
the tacit explicit and generalising from the particular.
Conceptualising with Theory is a knowledge process by
means of which concept names are linked into a lan-
guage of generalisation. Theorising involves explicit,
overt, systematic, analytic and conscious understanding,
and uncovers implicit or underlying realities which may
not be immediately obvious from the perspective of
lifeworld experience. Theorising is typically the basis
of paradigmatic schemas and mental models which form
the underlying, synthesising discourse of academic dis-
cipline areas. Conceptualising with Theory means
making generalisations and putting the key terms
together into theories. Learners build mental models,
abstract frameworks and transferable disciplinary
schemas. In the same pedagogical territory, a didactic-
mimetic pedagogy would lay out disciplinary schemas
for the learners to acquire (the rules of literacy, the laws
of physics and the like). In contrast, active
Conceptualising with Theory requires that learners be
concept and theory-makers. It also requires weaving
between the experiential and the conceptual. This kind
of weaving is primarily cognitive, between Vygotsky’s
world of everyday or spontaneous knowledge and the
world of science or systematic concepts, or between the
Piaget’s concrete and abstract thinking.

(ii)

Analysing

Analysing is a knowledge process involving the examination
of constituent and functional elements of something, and an
interpretation of the underlying rationale for a particular
piece of knowledge, action, object or represented meaning.
This may include identifying its purposes, interpreting the
perspectives and intentions of those whose interests it serves,
and situating these in context. Analysing takes two forms:
(1) Analysing Functionally is a process of involving the
examination of the function of a piece of knowledge,
action, object or represented meaning. What does it do?
How does it do it? What is its structure, function,
connections and context? What are its causes and what
are its effects? Amnalysing Functionally includes pro-
cesses of reasoning, drawing inferential and deductive
conclusions, establishing functional relations such as
between cause and effect and analysing logical
connections. Now learners explore causes and effects,
develop chains of reasoning and explain patterns.
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(i1) Analysing Critically is a process of interrogating human
intentions and interests. For any piece of knowledge,
action, object or represented meaning we can ask the
questions: Whose point of view or perspective does it
represent? Who does it affect? Whose interests does it
serve? What are its social and environmental
consequences? This is the characteristic orientation of
critique or critical pedagogies. Analysing Critically
involves critical evaluation of your own and other
people’s perspectives, interests and motives. In this
knowledge process, learners interrogate the interests
behind a meaning or an action, and their own processes
of thinking.

Applying

Applying is a knowledge process in which learners actively
intervene in the human and natural world, learning by apply-
ing experiential, conceptual or critical knowledge — acting in
the world on the basis of knowing something of the world,
and learning something new from the experience of acting.
This is the typical emphasis of the tradition of applied or
competency-based learning. Applying occurs in unexcep-
tional ways in the everyday realm of the lifeworld. We are
always doing things and learning by doing them. We learn
by application in the lifeworld in ways which are more or
less unconscious or incidental to the process of application,
in ways which, in other words, are endogenous to that
lifeworld. Application in pedagogy is a process in which
knowledge it taken out of an educational setting and made
work beyond that setting. It translates exophoric reference
into real-world or simulated practice. Applying is about as
real as education gets, albeit not as endemically real as the
unconscious applications that are of the lifeworld itself.
Applying can occur in two ways:

(1) Applying Appropriately is a process by means of which
knowledge is acted upon or realised in a predictable or
typical way in a specific context. Such action could be
taken to meet normal expectations in a particular situa-
tion. For instance, objects are used in the way they are
supposed to be, or meanings are represented in a way
which conforms to the generic conventions of a semiotic
or meaning-making setting. Never does Applying
Appropriately involve exact replication or precise repro-
duction. It always involves some measure of transfor-
mation, reinventing or revoicing the world in a way
which, ever-so-subtly perhaps, has never occurred
before. Applying Appropriately entails the application
of knowledge and understandings to the complex diver-
sity of real world situations and testing their validity. By
these means, learners do something in a predictable and
expected way in a ‘real world’ situation or a situation
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that simulates the ‘real world’. This pedagogical weav-
ing brings learners back to the world of experience, but a
world into which they have transferred understandings
developed in other knowledge processes.

(i) Applying Creatively is a process which takes knowledge
and capabilities from one setting and adapts them to quite
a different setting: a place far from the place where that
knowledge or those capabilities originated, and perhaps a
setting unfamiliar to the learner. In this knowledge pro-
cess, learners take an aspect of knowledge or meaning out
of its familiar context and make it work — differently
perhaps — somewhere else. This kind of transformation
may result in imaginative originality, creative divergence
or hybrid recombinations and juxtapositions which gener-
ate novel meanings and situations. Applying Creatively
involves making an intervention in the world which is
truly innovative and creative and which brings to bear
the learner’s interests, experiences and aspirations. It is a
process of making the world anew, applying fresh and
creative forms of action and perception. Now learners do
something that expresses or affects the world in a trans-
formative way, or transfers their newly acquired knowl-
edge into a new setting.

This is a list of the kinds of things teachers and learners
can do. They are the kinds of things that one does to know, in
the premeditated reflective way that distinguishes the
embedded knowledge of the lifeworld from knowledge
deserving of the word ‘science’. They are things you do
which distinguish the pervasively everyday reality of infor-
mal learning from the relative formality, systematicity and
focused nature of ‘education’. Science and pedagogy alike
are agents in knowledge-journeys which create ‘out-of-the-
ordinary’ knowledge, knowledge which is simultaneously
grounded in the lifeworld but deeper and broader and thus
more trustworthy and reliable than knowledge gained from
commonsense living in that world.

In this conception, pedagogy is a process of deliberate
and purposeful shunting backwards and forwards between
different acts of knowing, calibrating their insights against
each other. Education is a business broadening not just
learners’ knowledge, but their repertoires of knowledge-
making action. Pedagogy is the design of knowledge-action
environments: choosing activity types, sequencing activities,
transitioning from one activity type to another and determin-
ing the outcomes of these activities.

In the everyday practicalities of pedagogy, talk of knowl-
edge repertoire becomes a way for the teacher or learner to
say explicitly, ‘now I am using this particular way to know,
and, now I am using that other way, and here is the reason
why I did this, then that’. By the end of a learning experi-
ence, both learner and teacher are able to say, ‘this is what
we have done to know, the journey we have taken through a
range of knowledge processes’, and ‘this is the knowledge
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we have acquired and the knowledge-abilities we have
developed’.

The idea of a knowledge repertoire is the basis for a
purposeful, deepened and broadened conception of science
(what are the conditions of the more resilient knowing that
we would call ‘science’?), of pedagogy (how do we come to
know in ways which are peculiarly educational?), and of a
metascience as the foundation for a metadiscipline of educa-
tion (how do we know how we come to know?).

Education

Education is learning that has been consciously and purpose-
fully designed. It concerns us with the localised action
sequences of pedagogy, the curricular designs based on
disciplinary schemas or domains of practical action, and
the institutional, architectonic and discursive field.

Education teaches us how to work at our knowing and
shape our being. The science of education explores the
sources and outcomes of deeper and more discerning ways
of knowing than are possible in casual, lifeworld experience,
and how they are acquired. Learning is coming to know and
to be. Education is the science of how we come to know and
be. Doing education as a discipline and as a profession, we
come to know how we come to know and come to be how we
become. This is why education is a metadiscipline, the
science of sciences.

Speaking practically, the profession of education has a
special place, too, as the intellectual profession par excel-
lence. Its business is knowledge in all of its forms, in every
domain of human experience and the natural world, and at
every stage in life’s journey. There is nothing known that
can’t be learnt, and nothing unknown that might not be
learnt, personally or collectively. This makes education a
peculiarly meta-profession, consistent with its being a
metadiscipline which uses a metascience for its tool of trade.

Why, then, are the fruits of the academic field of educa-
tion so often so intellectually disappointing, and so socially
unimaginative? A sociologist might warn that education is
one of the key sites of socialisation and social control, and
this in part explains its narrow instrumentalism. It might
seem dangerous to allow that education be otherwise. The
instrumentalism of ‘teacher training’ means that the
discourses, institutions and architectures of education are
the stuff of tacit understanding, of silently shared and
unquestionable assumptions rather than explicit exegesis,
critical analysis or experimental innovation.

Our times, however, may not allow education to remain
a quiet intellectual backwater and a site of social quiescence.
We face huge challenges: of environment, inequality,
globalisation, unprecedented technological change, human
diversity, more distributed knowledge systems, and
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changing patterns of agency which portend a more partici-
patory culture (Kalantzis 2006; Cope and Kalantzis 2007).
These forces threaten profound disruption of education’s
heritage institutions and discourses. Education may find
itself with little alternative but to rise to these new occasions.
Today, education needs to be as big as the fundamental
challenges of our time if it is to live up even to a part of its
expanded intellectual and practical promise.

Our times, indeed, may insist that we think in this
broadly. Knowledge systems are more distributed than
ever, and we rely for our knowing and learning on the
scaffolds of collective intelligence. New sensibilities of
agency and participation, amongst younger people particu-
larly, are increasingly likely to resist the heritage routines of
schooling which cast them as comparatively passive
receptors of knowledge. Learner diversity creates an insis-
tent demand that conventional schooling with its one-size-
fits-all curriculum, is abandoned for pedagogies and
institutions that are more inclusive. There are also increasing
expectations that education should demonstrate that its
pedagogies work: crudely through today’s testing regimes,
but perhaps these demands and their accompanying politics
will become more sophisticated, and more consonant with
the logistics of a society that values innovation, creativity
and initiative rather than pat repetition of correct answers.

Our times also offer us a strategic opening in the form of
the emerging ‘knowledge society’, now widely regarded as a
key to our manifold contemporary challenges (Peters 2007).
Even if the rhetoric sounds overblown at times, this is a
strategic opportunity for us. The future of employment will
be in the knowledge dimension of work and the deepened
value of ‘human resources’. The future of the planet will be
ensured by the frugal use of natural resources and physical
capital complemented by a generous investment in knowl-
edge resources and intellectual capital. The destiny of
nations will lie in their capacities to compete in the global
‘knowledge economy’. The fate of organisations will be
determined by their success in ‘knowledge management’.
The life chances of persons will be determined by their
capacities to draw upon and contribute to collective intelli-
gence, their proclivities to creativity, their willingness to
take risks, their abilities to innovate and their propensities
to collaborate.

These are all good reasons why education can, and now
should, make the move to intellectually higher ground and
take on practically more ambitious goals. Education’s
agenda is no less than human-transformative. It is learner-
transformative (the enablement of productive workers,
participating citizens, and fulfilled persons). And it is
world-transformative as we interrogate the human nature of
learning and its role in imagining and enacting new ways of
being human and living socially: shaping our identities,
framing or ways of belonging, using technologies,
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representing meanings in new ways and through the new
media, building participatory spaces, and collaborating to
build and rebuild the world.

These are enormous intellectual and practical challenges
for education. They are big enough to justify a claim by
education to be a metadiscipline.
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Abstract

Kalantzis and Cope set for themselves an ambitious and (in part) commendable task in
“Education is the New Philosophy:” to re-think the disciplinary underpinnings of educa-
tion, and to elevate it from an applied sub-discipline to an undertaking on par with “big
science.” This chapter explains why a re-thinking of education and its disciplinary posi-
tioning is valuable, but it also takes issue with the unqualified reach of Kalantzis and Cope’s
argument. To aver that education is an originary science and science for all sciences, is to
take the current move to the “sciences” in educational discourse (learning sciences, brain
sciences, et cetera) to a level not known in the Western tradition since the optimism of the
enlightenment of the eighteenth century. My response concludes by making the case that
education is less of a “positive,” unifying metadisciplinary enterprise than it is an engage-
ment with negativity, in its dialectical sense — with that which is not, not yet and not known.

Keywords

Science » Disciplinarity « Education « Lifeworld « Epistemology

Understood in general terms, the task that Kalantzis and
Cope set for themselves in “Education is the New Philoso-
phy” is both ambitious and commendable. Their task, in
short, is to re-think the disciplinary underpinnings of educa-
tion, and to elevate it from an applied sub-discipline, subor-
dinate to sociology and psychology, to a much more
prominent scholarly undertaking. This re-thinking requires
Kalantzis and Cope to revisit many of the fundamental
cornerstones of educational — and indeed disciplinary —
inquiry and to invest them with new meaning and resonance.

Education is in need of re-thinking, perhaps perpetually
so, since it is, as Kalantzis and Cope point out, closely
related to “the foundational and expansive question[s] of
knowing and becoming” (p. 104). Though they do not use
these words, one could extend Kalantzis and Cope’s claim
by saying that education is concerned with the production
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and reproduction of society and knowledge itself. It there-
fore has an intimate connection to the fundamental questions
of epistemology, ontology, and philosophical anthropology
(i.e. what it is to be human). Following this line of argumen-
tation, it is not difficult to agree further with their chapter’s
motivating premise that the status of education as an applied
discipline, subordinate to scientific enterprises like psychol-
ogy or cognitive science, should indeed be reconsidered. At
the same time, it is important to recall that this is not a new
claim for education. To take just two examples, similar
arguments have been made in earlier American discussions
of education and disciplinarity (e.g. Hoskin 1993), and much
earlier in the German context, by Nohl (1928), as discussed
by Biesta (2009). In both cases an argument is being put
forward that education should be regarded as an autonomous
discipline in its own right. Also in both cases, this argument
is made by staking particular claims for education that
clearly circumscribe its disciplinary remit, however vaguely:
as induction into communicative practices and techniques
(Hoskin), and as the dialectical unfolding of the self in
society (Nohl).
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Kalantzis and Cope go further, indeed much further, and
argue that education should be more than an autonomous
discipline. Education, they assert, should be seen as superor-
dinate to other disciplines — whether humanistic or natural
scientific. In the sub-title of their chapter, Kalantzis and
Cope state that they are making nothing less than “a
metadisciplinary claim for the learning sciences.” Their
argument admittedly is more forthright than many
discussions of the learning sciences, which trade on the
inherent ambiguity of the term “science” (e.g. Sawyer
2006), appealing to a wide range of educational scholarship
while drawing on the authority reserved to the natural
sciences. From the start, Kalantzis and Cope acknowledge
that speaking meaningfully of an (inter)disciplinary recon-
figuration of education calls for a redefinition of science
itself. Science, as Kalantzis and Cope make clear, needs to
be understood as designating rigorous, scholarly and system-
atic inquiry generally, as applied to philosophy as well as
medicine, or to instructional design as well as to engineer-
ing. Kalantzis and Cope also plausibly explain that this
redefinition involves a broadened understanding of what is
admitted as legitimate ‘“scientific” knowledge. This of
course includes not only “conventional” empirical and
abstract forms, but also, knowledge systematically derived
from the lifeworld — the world of everyday concerns and
particularities:

Science has a basis in /ived experience. . . .But [the study of lived
experience must] involve a concentrated focus [and process]. . .
This kind of knowledge process might involve protocols for
listening to voice, feeling the sensual, recognising the embodied,
framing the performative, accounting for the complex layers of
the lifeworld, explaining the politics of identity or understanding
the intuitive. (p. 108)

In thus defining scientific knowledge as including forms
based on both scientific abstraction and lifeworld concretion,
Kalantzis and Cope have occasion to articulate a critique of
one-sided, natural-scientific conceptions of education as a
measurable and optimizable “intervention.” They criticize
the No Child Left Behind policy of Bush and Obama and
inveigh against visions of education that “assert that only a
certain kind of empirical research and controlled experimen-
tation — X initiative leads to y measurable results — is worthy
of the name ‘science’” (p. 104). Again, critiques of artificially
narrow empirical criteria and their instantiation in policy may
be laudable, but it is the overall direction of Kalantzis and
Cope’ augmentation that gives rise to difficulty.

The problem is that Kalantzis and Cope’s arguments rely
on an a-historical and all-embracing definition of disciplin-
ary knowledge that leaves little room for contestation and
critique between the disciplines and their respective knowl-
edge forms. As is intimated in their own criticism of
narrowly empirical approaches to educational evaluation,
the relationship between knowledge associated with the
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lifeworld and with the natural sciences is not necessarily
one of mutual accommodation and reinforcement. Also,
the history of understandings of this relationship does not
bode well for Kalantzis and Cope. A convenient point of
reference in this regard is provided by the single philosophi-
cal text mentioned this discussion of “the new philosophy.”
This text is Edmund Husserl’s The Crisis of European
Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology (1954/1970):
Husserl draws the distinction between ‘lifeworld’ experience
and what is in [sic] ‘transcendental’ about science ...The ‘life-
world’ is everyday lived experience. It is a place where the one’s
commonsense understandings and actions seem to work instinc-
tively — not too much conscious or reflective thought is required.
The ‘transcendental’ of science is a place above and beyond the
commonsense assumptions of the lifeworld... Science is

focused, systematic, premeditated, reflective, purposeful, disci-
plined and open to scrutiny by a community of experts.

Science for Kalantzis and Cope is as clearly distinct from
unreflective lifeworld knowledge or experience as it was
Husserl. Also, like Husserl, Kalantzis and Cope see the
rigors of disciplinary scrutiny as being capable of elevating
this unreflective knowledge to a higher epistemic order.'
But after this point, Kalantzis and Cope part company with
Husserl. In The Crisis of European Sciences in particular,
Husserl is not drawing an initial distinction between natural
scientific and lifeworld knowledge only to later affirm their
ultimate reconciliation through the rigors of disciplinary
effort. In fact, Husserl and the many studies and theories of
the lifeworld coming after foreground the problematic oppo-
sition of these two types of knowledge. This is perhaps
nowhere more powerfully articulated in The Crisis of Euro-
pean Sciences itself, which Kalantzis and Cope see as so
amenable to their purposes. Speaking of the natural sciences
in terms of the paradigmatic significance of mathematics and
geometry, Husserl explains:

In geometrical and natural-scientific mathematization, in the

open infinity of possible experiences, we measure the life-

world — the world constantly given to us as actual in our concrete
world-life — for a well-fitting garb of ideas, that of the so-called
objectively scientific truths. Mathematics and mathematical sci-
ence, as a garb of ideas, or the garb of symbols of the symbolic
mathematical theories, encompasses everything which, for
scientists and the educated generally, represents the life-world,
dresses it up as “objectively actual and true” nature. It is through

the garb of ideas that we take for true being what is actually a
method. (p. 51; original emphases)

Science relates to the lifeworld and knowledge of it,
according to Husserl, as nothing less than a cover, a misrep-
resentation, perversion or falsification. The authority of the

!Husserl understood this “science of the lifeworld” as rather different
than a natural science (namely, as a neo-platonic realm of experiential
essences) hence his response of a transcendental phenomenology to the
crisis of European (or Western) sciences.
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natural-scientific, Husserl asserts, derives from an error: The
mistake of taking its method, its epistemological rules, as
“true being” — the error of mistaking science with what there
is to know in the first place.

Where Husserl sees epistemological difficulty and divi-
sion, Kalantzis and Cope see convergence and synthesis.
Moreover, they designate the site of this convergence and
synthesis “education” — saying that education has its locus
“at the interface of the lifeworld and science” (p. 106). In
this context, education is not simply a discipline with the
same claim to disciplinarity as any other. It acquires an “ur-
disciplinary” status: “You can’t do any other disciplines,”
Kalantzis and Cope say, “except through the medium of
education.” Their argument is that if science is somehow
the fusion of abstract scientific and “focused” lifeworld
knowledge, it is (and has been) nowhere more effectively
integrated than in education. Education, as Kalantzis and
Cope put it, has always had as one of its principal tasks
this type of epistemological synthesis:

The intellectual and practical agenda of education is no less than

to explore the bases and pragmatics of human knowledge,

becoming and identity. Education asks this ur-disciplinary ques-

tion: How is it that we come to know and be, as individuals and
collectively?. . . Education[’s] focus, no less, is how one comes to
know in ways that are more than unconsciously and unreflective

embedded [sic] in the lifeworld. This is big science and deeply
significant science, in the service of all disciplines. (p. 106)

But even this is not enough for Kalantzis and Cope.
Education is not only a precondition for and equal of the
“big science” of particle accelerators and missions to Mars.
More than the science that lies at the beginning and ending
of other scientific endeavour, it is nothing less than “a
science for all sciences,” a “metadiscipline.” Given its con-
cern with the question of “how is it that we come to know
and be, as individuals and collectively?” education lays
claim, Kalantzis and Cope argue, to the status of a discipline
of disciplines — the new philosophy.

More then than the equal of other disciplines, education is
the soil in which all the other disciplines grow. . . It is what it
does. Education is about knowing and becoming, and know-
ing is the foundational question for all intellectual and much
practical work.

Education is both precondition and performance, both
abstract theory and its lifeworld instantiation, both abstract
universality and concrete particularity; it gives birth to other
disciplines and receives them to its bosom should they
expire. Incredibly, Kalantzis and Cope want nothing less
than to take us to the dawn of a new scientific, interdisci-
plinary era, but we arrive there by way of a night in which all
cows are black, rather than one in which Minerva’s owl
might take flight.
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It is difficult to know how to judge the case made by
Kalantzis and Cope, since claims this bold concerning the
coherence and unity of human knowledge are more the
province of historical investigation than they are of contem-
porary argumentation: Talk of a “science of sciences” is
clearly more at home in the era of the French encyclopé
distes or of German idealist systematizing than in our own
age. At the same time though, the acceptance of the authority
of the “scientific,” and assumptions concerning its underly-
ing compatibility with humanistic knowledge are hardly
new. Looking at claims being made in recent American
studies of education, philosophy and literary theory
concerning “learning science,” “brain science,” and ‘“chaos
science” (terms with which no natural scientist would read-
ily self-identify), it is evident that Kalantzis and Cope are not
alone. The skepticism or even hostility of earlier postmodern
theorizing to science and to moments of synthesis and
totalization, it seems, have been forgotten. There is no
apparent need to engage in a dialogue with the German
thinkers (Nietzsche, Heidegger, to say nothing of Husserl)
and their French interpretants (Foucault, Derrida) who were
all once so fashionable.

Instead, we find a discourse that references natural sci-
ence and its findings as approvingly as one might have once
referenced Baudrillard or Lyotard. In place of critical post-
modern skepticism, this discourse is characterized some-
thing that can be termed positive. Positive is meant here in
many (but not all) of its mutually-reinforcing senses: as
simple affirmation (rather than critique), as a shorthand for
epistemological certitude, and as designating that which is
“given” (as opposed to the “negativity” of that what which is
potential or inexistent). Negativity, that which is not given,
that which affords the possibility of something different and
uncertain (and thereby critique of the given), is difficult to
find. This is neatly illustrated in the conclusion to Kalantzis
and Cope’s chapter. After claiming that education is nothing
less than a science of the sciences, they seek to justify its
existence in terms subservient to the “positive” realities of
that ‘most dismal’ of sciences, economics:

Today, education needs to be as big as the fundamental

challenges of our time ...The future of employment will be in

the knowledge dimension of work and the deepened value of

‘human resources’. .. The destiny of nations will lie in their

capacities to compete in the global ‘knowledge economy’. The

life chances of persons will be determined by their capacities to
draw upon and contribute to collective intelligence. . .. (p. 114)

If education holds any grand promise as a discipline, it is
surely to be found in its negativity, in its ability to imagine
and cultivate the possibility of a world that is different from
our own. Rather than affirming a global system of capital,
education’s focus should be negative in all of the senses
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implied above: Critical of and posing alternatives to the
given, and emphasizing the negativity that Hannah Arendt
(1958) called “natality” — the indeterminable and in this
sense “negative” potential and promise of the students and
children that are entrusted to it.
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Part I

Characterising Research in Education



Alan D. Reid

Abstract

This chapter introduces the contributions to the Companion that focus on how research in
education might be characterised and caricatured. It illustrates conversations, debates and
alternatives about, for example, ‘the science of educational research’, why these might
travel with us, and how they unfold and evolve both within and outside the education
research community. If the experience of working with a Companion has more than
rhetorical resonance with the notion of ‘breaking bread with another’, then a certain
intimacy, symbolic sensitivity and explicitness with key themes must be exemplified in
its pages. While to extend our core metaphor for the volume, perhaps we can liken this Part
as prompting reflection on the notion of ‘companion planting’: of ideas, qualities and
themes that might enhance opportunities for growth, cross pollination, and protection of
the other from ‘pests’ or disease. Throughout, contributions engage, what is the character
and characteristics of our practice and discourse, and does it matter if particular ‘characters’
come to dominate our thinking, or retire from view? Put otherwise, how might a polyculture
rather than monoculture of thinking about researching education be maintained and devel-
oped, and is that to be preferred and exemplified in our discourse, or must it take on, even
stick with, a characteristic form?

Keywords
The character of educational research ¢ Caricature « Scientific educational
research « Epistemic community « Metaphor and imagination in research

What sounds like a ‘bum note’ being struck in education
research? When and where does it matter if the preferred
‘flavour’ or ‘tone’ of one’s approach has limited appeal to
others? Which traditions of inquiry seem to offer little more
than a ‘dead hand’ to finding ways to reanimate or liberate
what we characterise as educational research of good qual-
ity? If you had to characterise your research as having a
particular ‘smell’ or ‘feel’ to it, what would you say?

As noted in the Introduction, one of our key aims in
preparing a Companion was to provoke different ways of
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viewing research among students and researchers, particu-
larly as to the ways in which we grasp how educational
inquiry is variously conceptualised, characterised,
contextualised, legitimated and represented. In our teaching,
we have used these thematics as a way to tease out ‘the weft
to the warp’ of our usual topics of educational research
preparation and development, particularly when these seem
to be overtaken by a focus on methods and methodology in
our standard texts, assignments, supervisions and capacity
building for novice to more experienced researcher alike.
As with our opening provocations, we have deliberately
sought opportunities to rework our ways of thinking on these
matters, pursuing questions that afford lively discussion of
our kaleidoscopic concerns to shift attention towards crea-
tive, careful and critical engagement with other-than-usual
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ways of talking about research (see Lather 2006). Principal

among these are using such lenses to pursue questions of

interaction and refraction, such as in relation to the
following:

« What it might mean to research in a particular instance,
and how do we recognise and reason this?

» From where and whom are our research topics generated
and critiqued, in general, and for this situation?

+ What might be revealed and hidden when educational
researchers carry out an inquiry? And,

» How are the subjects, objects and relations of a study
rendered researchable; indeed, are our current repertoires
and discourses of ‘methods and methodologies’ sufficient
to the task at hand?

Whether and however we approach such questions in our
activities, (for example, we’ve used reading groups, ‘expert
witness sessions’ and ‘fishbowl conversations’), our experi-
ence suggests a common feature of falling back on particular
characterisations of what we ascribe to the theory and prac-
tice of researching education, even as we try to dispel certain
myths or avoid troubling caricatures.

In this Part of the Companion, we illustrate examples of
such methods, by bringing together a series of contributions
that offer tracings of the effects of particular character-
isations of educational research. Our ‘lead characters’ are
familiar; others are, of course, available or tend to be better
suited to other venues. In this instance, we consider when
educational research needs to be ‘scientific’, subject (or
not) to particular standards of logic and investigation, phil-
osophically astute or relatively blunt, as (in)sensitive to or
(dis)interested in contextual challenges and pressures, as
essentially amorphous and/or emergent in practice, and/or
exemplifying the outworkings of a tightly defined design
(because, for example, it is inspired by applying a particu-
lar thinker’s ideas or concerns to the carriage of the
research such as, Michel Foucault’s).

Characterising research as an art, for example, suggests
different priorities and questions; while we don’t address
these here, possibilities are suggested in the contributions
to the Conceptualising, Representing and Legitimating
sections of the Companion. Yet it is in positing such
distinctions that we must also remain mindful to the fact
that educational research means different things to different
people within and outwith the academy. It suggests to us that
any creative, careful and/or critical attempt to offer a history
of educational inquiry, plotting its various developments and
ruptures in light of successive waves of thought, practice and
critique, must present the reader with evidence of reasoned
multiplicity and selectivity (again, see for example, Lather
(2006), and the first Part of the Companion).

A.D. Reid

In our teaching, we have found that this can lead to
critical debate and reflection on various disquisitions on
the features of inquiry, even if these are usually indexed to
the features of (and departures from) empiricism, and as
such, prompt further critique about that which characterises,
and possibly caricatures, research in education. If, for exam-
ple, understanding the terms and features, illustrations and
critiques of empirical research is to the fore, we cannot avoid
discussing expositions on science and research, of whether
educational research is essentially scientific (whose science?
When? Where? etc.), or perhaps more importantly for our
purposes with students, could it be characterised otherwise.

Carrying such discussions forward, as exemplified in the
preceding Part on conceptualising research in education, we
have also found that addressing deeper questions of quality
research receives little assistance from focusing primarily on
the choice of technique or conformity to procedures and
traditions of research design. In fact, we have often found
ourselves wondering, may quality be more a feature of the
ways the study and those involved in it, have opened up
questions as to how an inquiry illuminates and/or occludes
the various subjects, objects and relations involved in a
particular instance of researching education?

This alternative proceeds on our understanding of
research in education as that which remains structurally
open but constrained as a field of inquiry; in other words,
what is to be known and characterises diverse ways of
knowing via research is neither fixed nor settled for this
field, even if particular expectations and features endure.
There may be particular patterns or breaks in disciplines
and traditions as discussed in the preceding Part of the
Companion; but what is more at issue is what now counts
as research in education, given that it remains under review
and development because of the new learning and thinking
about what we have done, do, and might well need to do.
Traditions are created as much as they might be overturned
or renewed. Thus, in its institutionalised forms, in academia,
publications and training programmes, we have to recognise
that what is argued to count as research in education starts
from somewhere rather than nowhere, and someone rather
than no-one. In other words, there are schools of research,
key texts and debates, groups and groupings in epistemic
communities, and so forth, such that these ensure that
research always takes on a particular range of characteristics
and complexions, depending as these do on conception,
context, purpose and people. However, if we remain part
of a closed community, or even so faithful to our training we
act as if it can’t be doubted or rejected, let alone deepened or
renewed, we might also need to engage the prospect of
w(h)ither healthy dialogue between and across diversity?
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Against Caricature

Given such initial considerations, to further introduce,

understand and critique how educational research might be

characterised (rather than caricatured), we use this Part to
invite reflection on:

» how particular characteristics are constituted by and con-
stitutive of the theories and understanding of education,
research and educational research, and (if not to stretch a
point too far),

» also make sense to our considerations of the thinkers,
teachers and technicians of researching education.

This work requires a different kind of toolkit than that
usually expected of a research text. It has to both cope with
and anticipate some of the complex and dynamic ways of
thinking about and engaging the researching of education
within not just the terrains and contours of the field, but also
with clear vision of local and wider debates about its ‘char-
acter’, ‘characters’ and ‘characteristics’.

A quick route into these issues is to consider what we
know of those we cite, learn from and talk back to in
research texts. How do we use their words and ours ethically
as we variously ‘text up’ research interests, passions,
strengths, and shortcomings? Be they of the ‘researchers’
or ‘the researched’, what effects do these characterisations
as selections from others’ lives and commitments have
on how we conceive educational research in particular
situations, and more broadly?

We can variously suspect as well as detect particular
biases in others if not ourselves, even if that is not to deny
that these are a part of what makes us human. We have affect
and will, flaws and blind spots, as well as a need to recognise
the ‘need for the other to make us whole’, for example.
While if we are to play this line out further, the requisite
sensibilities of researchers discussing educational research
are clearly not just philosophical: they can be anthropologi-
cal, sociological and historical, with strong cultural, rela-
tional and political connotations not far behind. This is
because in pursuing the question of how we know what we
know and the relationship between the knower and the
known, whether we are in or outside a defined ‘epistemic
community’, we are never ‘disembodied’. The assumption at
work here is that given we treat people as having character
(and can be characterful, if not regard some as rather char-
acterless), perhaps it is not to far a stretch to recognise we
imbue our research with particular characteristics too, be
that because of the people we are, the people we learn
from, or what or whom it is we seek to emulate or distance
ourselves from as we carry out our research.

Similarly, that which is intelligible is only intelligible in
the frame of human lives and our diverse ways of knowing.
Thus a key issue for education researchers in teasing out
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research of ‘good character’ or ‘poor caricature’ so to
speak, is to understand the wider qualities, authority and
legitimacies claimed for a particular instantiation of educa-
tion research in relation to a body of inquiry and scholarship.
This may include the practices of power used by people and
their discourses to invest specific inquiries as authoritative
and legitimate accounts of education phenomena, and thus a
particular set of claims and meanings of some aspect of the
wider world.

Questions then about how a research community comes
to understand and contest what characterises that which
education research has been, is, and might be(come), have
remained key framing considerations for inviting the
contributions to this Part of the Companion. While they
may seem to pretend relatively simple, even trivial
considerations, they may also occasionally require sophisti-
cated, counter-intuitive answers. Equally, a quick scan of the
Table of Contents to this Companion will illustrate that some
contributions come from well-known ‘characters’ in the field
of educational research, while others come from the perhaps
lesser known or appreciated. It remains though that whatever
one’s status (claimed, demonstrated or perceived), in con-
sulting any of their contributions, for this Part they are
underpinned by a recurring theme: there are certain
characteristics of researching education that should be
highlighted, challenged or changed, and here are some of
the reasons why.

Overview of the Contributions

The first contribution to this Part, authored by D.C. Phillips,
offers ‘A guide for the perplexed’ on questions of scientific
educational research, methodolatry and standards. Drawing
on an illustrious career’s worth of interest in philosophical
issues arising from analysis of the context, concepts and
character of educational research, his chapter distils a series
of broader arguments about the various assumptions,
vocabularies and continua that underpin different forms of
‘scientific educational research’, including their representa-
tion and misrepresentation in current discourse. A response
from Janis Ozolins explores one major aspect of Phillips’
focus, on the relativisation of debate about inquiry and
standards. Ozolins warns against throwing the baby out
with the bathwater when we review the qualities of research,
scientific or otherwise; that is, we need to pay close attention
to how both the objective and subjective aspects of reality
are characterised in a study, particularly if we entertain the
claim that we are living in the shadow of a metaphorical
‘Tower of Babel’.

Darrell Rowbottom continues to explore such themes in
the next chapter, by asking who is asking what (and from
where) when we engage the characterisation of educational
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research as scientific. He also asks, should we be worried
about this, be that philosophically, pragmatically, or politi-
cally? Illustrated with examples from the philosophy of
science and recent studies of science and educational
research, Rowbottom focuses on how some of the most
basic terms can be mischaracterised, resulting to what
amounts to a caricature of both science and educational
inquiry, and scientists and educational researchers, if not
research programmes and possibilities in education.
Responses from Richard Smith, and Sarah Jane Aiston,
continue this thread by exploring arguments that the demand
for educational research to be ‘scientific’ is fundamentally
misguided on philosophical, theoretical and pragmatic
grounds. Their contributions draw on illustrations of rhetor-
ical excess and distortion to make their points. Their
concerns about misrepresentation and mischaracterisation
focus on the US discourse on ‘Scientific Research in Educa-
tion’, and in Europe, on the ‘Challenges facing the educa-
tional system’ flowing from the ‘Vital Questions’ of social
science. In short, they both argue that a key quality of an
educational researcher is to continue to engage what counts
as good inquiry, and that this should not be eclipsed by
debating particular demarcations that only bring reification
or division.

Michael Scriven’s overview of the logic of causal
investigations illustrates the uses and abuses of particular
claims-making strategies in random-controlled trials and
quasi-experimental designs. His chapter also explores what
this implies for assertions of allegiance to qualitative, quan-
titative or mixed method approaches, particularly if cooper-
ation as well as competition in both claims-making and
meaning-making are the ends-in-view for a broad-based,
insightful educational research. Melvin Mark’s response
identifies why we might regard some of the debates as
offering ‘narrow victories’, before folding some of the lan-
guage back on itself to show when Type I errors obtain with
RCT-type studies, and why this must matter for critiquing
and revising funding priorities.

Putting questions of generalizability and those of how a
research text talks directly to each and every reader aside for
one moment, taken together, this first set of contributions
raises important questions about the sometimes doubtful, if
not dubious, ways that educational research might be
characterised. The remaining contributions take a different
tack by exploring the ways in which we can understand the
influence that some of the ‘characters’ we find in the dis-
course are put to work in educational research. Whether it is
in relation to particular thinkers or educational researchers,
or the advocates or critics of particular models or modes of
researching education, the chapters and responses shift the
discussion towards inviting a closer appreciation of the lives
and minds that shape particular ways of developing and
critiquing educational inquiry.
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Marianna Papastephanou focuses her discussion on the
case of educational action research. She considers key
aspects of the positions adopted by Wilfred Carr, Stephen
Kemmis, and John Elliott, and how these are appreciated
and contested from the vantage points of postmodernism
and critical theory. Whether it is in terms of juxtapos-
ing a focus on immanence with transcendence, Olav
Eikeland’s response affirms as well as confounds some of
the components of Papastephanou’s arguments, showing
where they are incomplete or inadequate given wider
considerations and conventions — i.e. characteristics — of
human culture. Educational research may resuscitate ‘older’
starting points for inquiry, as opposed to bring new fusions in
our horizons, derived as the former might be from consider-
ing the work of Marx, Hegel, Kant, Wittgenstein, Hume, or
Aristotle. Whether we characterise some and not others as the
‘Key’ or ‘Modern Thinkers’ of Education, we are invited
here to countenance the need for representation from a
broader spectrum of humanity (for example, Noddings,
Greene, Donaldson and Darling-Hammond are only ever
among the supporting cast in Joy Palmer’s (2001a, b) texts
that adopt such a framing).

It is here that Eikeland expects claiming to ‘know some-
thing together’ to further a ‘double loop’ and not just ‘single
loop’ of learning about the field and its focus, and its consti-
tution and reconstitution, to borrow the terms used by
Argyris and Schon (1978). Double loop talk invites educa-
tional research to be cast with those qualities of engagement
that speak of inclusive dialogical activity: sorting and sifting
differences and similarities in realities, experiences and
meaning makings, be that through dialectics or deliberative
phronésis, or at the very least, ensuring the preconditions for
such work are available in our communities and writings.

Paul Gibbs extends this discussion to consider what this
means for the action researcher, particularly the teacher
practitioner. Reintroducing ‘Heidegger’ to the conversation,
questions of potentiality, actuality and capability are raised.
Gibbs relates these to the constraints on professional practice
and community, and how the power to enact them is
achieved. But in not quite making a connection to a Keatsian
‘negative capability’, or to a Deweyan use of such
considerations within pragmatism, or even to more recent
flowerings of anti-foundationalism, the challenge of how it is
that we characterise the power of, and powerful in, our
thinking and reasoning about, educational research remains.

Our final contributions to this Part consider a particular
case in point: the reception and influence of Michel
Foucault’s work on studies in education (which includes,
but is not limited to, his analysis of knowledge and power).
Mark Olssen provides another update of his ongoing review
of the impact of Foucault’s work in the social sciences, to
consider how that frames and focuses particular pathways
and goals for educational inquiry. Responses by Andreas
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Fejes and by Naomi Hodgson discuss the likelihood of
‘eclectic uses’ of Foucault’s work in, for example, research
on lifelong learning and post-compulsory education, along-
side other ‘characterisations’, as in cases of using Foucault
as an inspiration for an interpretative strategy, as a means for
posing an argument, or even as ‘decoration’. From superfi-
cial or misplaced uses to revitalising a critical discourse, the
concern both commentators raise is whether more radical
questioning is possible in educational research, particularly
if this is to be a key characteristic of (all?) educational
research. In short, they charge that a failure to fully grasp
the terrain and implications of the thinker’s work does a
disservice both to what is interpreted as its potential contri-
bution to the field, but also on what grounds educational
researchers are able to prosecute and critique that within, and
as, educational research.

A Question of Character

Readers of this part may need reminding that the opening
Part of the Companion focused on how researching educa-
tion is conceptualised to get to the heart of some of the cross-
cutting issues mentioned above. Its contributions invited us
to consider the currency and traction of particular concepts
and conceptions of researching to the field of education —
which ones, with what consequence, whose are they, and so
forth — and how these are extended or challenged in the
debates and developments that inform what passes as con-
temporary and possible educational research.

The other Parts to the Companion intersect with such
initial considerations, but they are also intrinsically interre-
lated because they each continue to ask what is ‘before,
behind, beneath or beyond’-type questions about the design,
use and evaluation of research in education, albeit in differ-
ent ways and with different lenses. From diverse vantage
points, they often seem to converge on questions of
quality, of what it is that is conceptualised, characterised,
contextualised, legitimated and represented as exemplifying
by talk of a ‘sound’, ‘rigorous’, ‘powerful’ and ‘effective’
way to research education.

The focus on conceptualisation in the preceding Part also
posed questions about the often messy experience of con-
ceiving educational research, including why it is that partic-
ular concepts and conceptions have come to inform what
counts and is contested as research in this field. For example,
if research is characterised as requiring intense, systematic
and evidence-driven inquiry of educational phenomena to
yield new meanings, understandings and insights, then we
may expect ‘quality criteria’ to also address the intentions
ascribed by researchers to a research project, or how these
may drive the research questions and research designs of
researchers, particularly if intentionality is a key site for
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consideration in practising reflexivity. These qualities may
differ from, say, those characterising an educational evalua-
tion, which may not champion the equivalent intensities,
depths or iterations of research as necessary or sufficient to
what counts as evaluation. Evidence may, of course, be
crucial to both, but the challenge here is to argue for the
characteristics of one’s research as educational research,
rather than leave others to make assumptions or draw unwar-
ranted conclusions. While in so arguing, we may find we
also have to engage matters of legitimation and how to
represent the research in question to, and with, others.

Put otherwise, and to illustrate the kaleidoscopic aspects
once more, consider the case and qualities of action research.
As Papastephanou shows in this Part, we must marshal
questions of concept and conceptualisation, even as these
prompt various subquestions. How is action conceptualised
in this instance of educational research? How else has it been
characterised within education and research? Is the notion of
researching action in education distinct from other contexts
or concerns? Does that matter to the design, evaluation,
application or critique of ‘educational action research’, and
‘educational research’ more broadly? Equally, what marks
the researching of action or actions; are there historic
characteristics, new conceptions, fresh contexts to consider?
Is there a particular range of relations or qualities to be
preferred here, and on what grounds?

Moving on: in probing what contextualises that research,
we might also consider what decontextualises such studies,
and to what consequence or effect? Thus, what is reasoned to
be more or less legitimate or illegitimate as educational
action research? And finally, how best might an educational
action research project be represented, be that to the
participants through to a wider audience? Must it be funda-
mentally similar across audiences or work through a variety
of communicative forms, given the expectations and
experiences of researching education held by insiders and
outsiders to, in this case, educational action research
approaches? (See the chapters by and responses to Robinson
and McTaggart, for further discussion of such questions.)

The larger point at work here is how we ensure a Com-
panion encourages reflection on how we characterise
research in education, given the various networks and
flows of concepts and meanings and their uses, that have
come to constitute historic, contemporary and futures-
oriented discourses about educational research. Critiques
that focus on the quality of our concepts and claims typically
question the qualities that instances, configurations and
traditions of education research do or might display in our
reasoning about a study. In so doing, they foment related
questions of the character of research in education, e.g. about
what is distinctive, and which resemblances are significant,
in understanding research in education as research, as well
as research in education. As raised throughout this second
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Part of the Companion, we may then ask, in what ways does
it matter if researching education is treated largely as a
science, an applied science, a craft, even an art? Are these
complementary or antagonistic options on both philosophi-
cal and/or practical levels? And, are these only ever decid-
able in the crucible of the research programme to which they
are a part, or is this more a case of let a thousand flowers
bloom, and beware the mower?

Also, in raising the prospect of caricature, we might also
reframe and thus destabilise this question by inviting the
reader to consider how we know when education research
is in (or out of) character, so to speak. Contributions to this
Part consider such thorny topics as which characteristics are
seen to be essential for a particular expression of researching
education amid a broader array of possibilities, even to the
extent that we must consider which features or qualities may
in fact be misplaced claims on the field. In other words, a
focus on the ‘character of education research’ and general
and particular characterisations, invites us to reflect on
how any particular example of researching of education
resembles or is distinguished from other instances, forms
or modes of research, and of course, how it is portrayed in
relation to others too.

Knowing and being able to effectively evaluate the field’s
fluxes, be those of its membership, diversity, conduct,
expression or the reputation of particular interpretations or
representations of researching education, have remained the
key impulses for this Part. Put differently, we invite readers
to consider how we are able to effectively understand
and communicate what is that is depicted, presented,
categorised, classed, styled and marked as authentic and
worthwhile features of an instance of researching education.
What is typical and customary in one context say, may not
apply in others, and on that note, it becomes clear that
the focus on character must also lead us to consider the
contextualising of research in education.

Thus the next Part is intended to invite discussion as to
the contexts for researching education, and how context
itself informs the very constitution of an education research
project. In accounting for the characterisation and contextua-
lisation of a study, what is expected is more than a descrip-
tion of the study context or its participants. As Michael
Peters remarks in the next Introduction, it invites awareness
of the pretexts and texts of the research, as well as the
subtexts and meta-texts that shape the objects, subjects and
relations of a study. To respond effectively, this too may
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require creative, careful and critical review of earlier
research, including in relation to blank spots and blind
spots, but also a keenly felt sensitivity to how characteristics
and contexts for inquiry change or shift when some claim to
be researching education.

As illustrated in the contributions that follow in that Part,
these may include appreciating what we once knew and now
know about, for example, youth and childhood, about
institutionalised and un-institutionalised forms of education,
about diverse ways of knowing and their possible
contestations and hybridizations in the ‘mainstream’ of
research ... and so on and so forth. These too lead to
questions of legitimation and representations, as taken up
in the fourth and fifth Parts of the Companion. They may
even return us to further questions of how the qualities of a
study are characterised and authorised as a legitimate repre-
sentation of researching of education, that is, defended and
demonstrated with a particular logic or justified (as fitting,
sound or right, for example), given the community’s
deliberations on what characterises educational research of
quality in and across specific research settings.

Note on Contributor

Alan Reid is an Associate Professor in the Faculty of Edu-
cation, Monash University. He edits Environmental Educa-
tion Research, and is a member of Monash’s Education,
Environment and Sustainability Research Group. Until
2012, he worked at the Centre for Research in Education
and the Environment, University of Bath, and is active in a
range of environmental education research activities and
networks, primarily in Europe, North America and
Australasia. Alan’s research interests focus on teachers’
thinking and practice in environmental education, and
traditions, capacities and issues in environmental education
theory, research and practice.

References

Argyris C, Schon D (1978) Organizational learning: a theory of action
perspective. Addison Wesley Longman, Reading

Lather P (2006) Paradigm proliferation as a good thing to think with:
teaching research in education as a wild profusion. Int J Qual Stud
Educ 19(1):35-57

Palmer J (ed) (2001a) Fifty modern thinkers on education: from Piaget
to the present. Routledge, London

Palmer J (ed) (2001b) Fifty major thinkers on education: from
Confucius to Dewey. Routledge, London



D.C. Phillips

Abstract

The discussion opens by characterizing recent discourse about empirical educational
research as the “new Babel” — critics, using different theoretical vocabularies and making
different deep assumptions about the nature of social life, are failing to communicate with
each other. After locating some of the critical positions on a left-right continuum, the main
discussion focuses upon the end of this continuum where there are located the recent
attempts to restore rigor in educational research by using the so-called “gold standard” of
randomized field trials. It is argued that positions at this end of the continuum misrepresent
the nature of science, and some examples are mentioned briefly to convey the point that it is
fruitful to view scientists as making convincing cases, cases that appeal to a wide variety of

evidence. The assessment of scientific cases is called the “platinum standard”.
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Overview

This chapter opens by characterizing recent discourse about
empirical educational research as the “new Babel”: critics,
using different theoretical vocabularies and making different
deep assumptions about the nature of social life, are failing
to communicate with each other. After locating some of the
critical positions on a left-right continuum, the main discus-
sion focuses upon the end of this continuum where recent
attempts are located to restore rigor to educational research
by using the so-called “gold standard” of randomized field
trials. It is argued that positions at this end of the continuum
misrepresent the nature of science, and some examples are
briefly mentioned in order to convey the point that it is
fruitful to view scientists as making convincing cases,
cases that appeal to a wide variety of evidence. This assess-
ment of scientific cases is called the “platinum standard”.
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A.D. Reid et al. (eds.), A Companion to Research in Education,

Introduction: The New Babel

The Old Testament of the Bible tells us that Babel was the
site of a great tower, the construction of which was
interrupted because of “the confusion of tongues”, and the
resultant inability of its builders to communicate with each
other. When the languages being spoken were different,
presumably disagreements could not easily be settled about
the design of the tower and the methods to be used in its
construction. It only requires a slight leap of the imagination
to view educational research as the new Babel, although it is
decentralized around the Globe rather than being located in
one particular spot. Nevertheless, scattered as it is, the aspi-
ration has been to construct a grand edifice — a towering
international accumulation of reliable and practically useful
results. This noble endeavor, unfortunately, could conceiv-
ably come to a standstill, the hoped-for grand structure
replaced by a multitude of humble small piles of findings
often of dubious worth, scattered among which is a multi-
tude of dubiously-substantiated personal opinions and
abstruse ideologies. All this because debate within the
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research community is beset by a “confusion of tongues”,
especially about the nature and validity of the research
process itself. This confusion is amply illustrated by even
just the titles of the papers in the four journal symposia that
have appeared recently about the nature of scientific research
in education (Educational Researcher 2002; Qualitative
Inquiry 2004; Educational Theory 2005; Teachers College
Record 2005).

It should be made clear at the outset that the problem is
not simply a linguistic one — differences in language can,
with effort, often be overcome. The problem is more like that
of cross-paradigm communication in Thomas S. Kuhn’s
original formulation — there is a gulf of incommensurability
that makes communication across different scholarly
traditions well-nigh impossible (Kuhn later backed-off and
said “very difficult”; see Kuhn 1970), and that raises
problems for that purported cornerstone of scientific rigor —
the peer review process (whose peers? and who chooses
them?). For the point is, differences in terminology mask
many other differences often at a deep-seated level. By way
of example, consider what assumptions underlie the follow-
ing passage by Patti Lather; certainly they are so far removed
from my own assumptions that communication and dis-
course become, if not impossible, extremely difficult — I
doubt that we could construct an edifice of knowledge
together. Lather wants to see an educational research that
moves “toward a Nietzschean sort of ‘unnatural science’ that
leads to greater health by fostering ways of knowing that
escape normativity” (Lather 2004, p. 27). From my perspec-
tive, this is so murky and fraught with danger that if taken
seriously it portends the extinction of the empirical research
enterprise — how, for example, could an epistemology that
eschews normativity lead to anything but relativistic chaos?
The whole point of a “way of knowing” is that it is norma-
tive, otherwise just anything will do; without norms there is
no “way”, no way for others to follow, at all!

Thus, underlying the cacophony of languages in educa-
tional research (the babble if not the Babel) there are what
are close to being paradigmatic differences: There are dif-
ferent ideals or models for inquiry and hence different
purposes to which its conclusions can be put, different
views about the status of conclusions reached in inquiry
(and about whether any conclusions — rather than opinions
or political stances — can be formulated at all), different
methodologies, different assumptions about the possibility
or even the desirability of achieving objectivity, different
stances with respect to the concepts of truth and reality,
different attitudes towards reason and its efficaciousness,
different presuppositions about how the social and educa-
tional worlds work and hence about the ways in which these
interrelated realms can be understood, different views about
the causative agents in the social world (causes that influ-
ence the researcher as much as the researcher’s human
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subjects), different attitudes towards the issue of whether
regularities in the social and educational worlds are uncov-
ered by investigators or are constructed by them. There are
those who believe that rigorous scientific research can pave
the way to educational improvement (see for example
Hargreaves 1997; Mosteller and Boruch 2002), and there
are others who hold the view that “the forms of human
association characteristic of educational engagement are
not really apt for scientific or empirical study at all” (Carr
2003, pp. 54-9).

In the discussion that follows I shall try to shed some light
on this complex, if not confusing, situation; but of course my
aspirations must be modest, for there is too much going on to
be discussed in a single essay. (It is to be noted that this essay
was written during the Bush administration in Washington;
early in the second year of the Obama administration there
are signs that Federal funding of educational research is
being liberalized, more-or-less along the lines argued for in
this essay.)

A Preliminary Categorization of the Different
Voices About Scientific Educational
Research Methodology

I open by giving a crude mapping of the terrain — the lay of
the land around Babel — with the reminder that crude maps
can be dangerous if they are used for detailed guidance in
one’s travels. But it is useful to have a preliminary overview
of the landscape, an advanced organizer, before delving
more carefully into the details of specific parts. By stressing
the crudeness I protect myself from refutation, for crude
maps cannot be criticized on the grounds that they have
gotten some of the details wrong — if the details were all
correct then the map would not be crude!

According to the account I shall use to organize the
following discussion, then, there are a number of complex
positions about the nature and even the possibility of scien-
tific educational research that are marked by internal debate
and sometimes dissension, but which nevertheless can be
arranged in a rough and sometimes overlapping way along a
continuum from left to right (using these terms in their
spatial and not necessarily their political senses). At the
left-hand end or pole are clustered a number of positions
that differ from each other, but which have in common a
skeptical if not a highly negative view of the validity, and
hence the value, of social-science inquiry and empirical
educational research especially insofar as this research
takes inspiration from the model that supposedly can be
found in the natural sciences. At the very least, the left-
handed positions all reject the so-called “physics envy” of
the social sciences and much empirical educational research.
To give a precise rendering of the underpinnings of these



16 A Guide for the Perplexed: Scientific Educational Research, Methodolatry, and the Gold. ..

left-handed positions would in itself be a mammoth under-
taking, which will not be attempted in the present essay. (For
fuller discussions see Phillips 2000, 2005a; Phillips and
Burbules 2000.)

These positions thus stand in vocal opposition to those
located at the right-hand pole, which not only regard rigor-
ous research as possible, but possible to perform in a scien-
tific manner; the right-hand pole has been struck by “physics
envy”, or perhaps by the related disease of “medical research
envy”. However, it is important not to stereotype the
researchers on the right as mindless positivists, for techni-
cally most of them are not positivists (see Phillips 2000, for
misreadings of positivism), and some of their arguments
have considerable weight; but it also should be noted that
they sometimes are their own worst enemy and make occa-
sional intemperate outbursts against modes of research that
they regard as lacking in the form of rigor that they them-
selves prefer — attacks made even more intemperate by the
narrow account that they give of the nature of “scientific
rigor”, a methodologically-oriented account centered on the
use of the randomized controlled experiment or field trial
and a few related designs.

Situated in the middle of the continuum are a variety of
moderate or temperate positions, including the
postpositivism that I personally advocate (Phillips and
Burbules 2000); here research is seen as a fallible enterprise
that attempts to construct viable warrants or chains of argu-
ment that draw upon diverse bodies of evidence and that
support any assertions that are being made. (John Dewey
speaks of “warranted assertibility”; see Dewey 1938/1966.)
As so often happens, the positions in the middle of the range
are generally scorned by those at either pole, and are some-
times attacked as being extreme by those on the left who
regard any view that is somewhat to the right of their own on
the continuum as being extreme.

My chief purpose in the present discussion is to expose
the excesses of those at the right, for in the contemporary
scene it is those on the right who are shaping the vision of
educational research held by in official circles where so
many funding decisions are made; then I shall put forward
and illustrate a moderate proposal that builds upon the
notion of a warranting argument.

The “Left” Pole of the Continuum

At the left-hand end or pole there is a cluster of viewpoints
that reject the scientific approach, especially the natural
science approach, as a defensible model for educational
and other forms of social inquiry. Some philosophers of
education in the UK, for example, stress that education is a
normative field that is not apt at all for empirical investiga-
tion although the reasons why a normative field cannot also
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be studied empirically have not been made clear; others in
this professional group assert that the findings of empirical
educational research can only be trivial (Phillips 2005a).
Taking quite a different tack, postmodernist and poststruc-
turalist critics of educational research reject the Enlighten-
ment notion of rational inquiry that underlies modern
science, and instead stress that within human societies
forms of control and power are legitimated by complex
discourses — such as the discourse of modern social science
— that need to be treated with “incredulity” (Lyotard 1984)
and debunked or at least defused largely by case studies that
are historical or genealogical in nature. Thus Lather writes of
the norms of science as “your father’s paradigm” that those
in positions of power as funders and commissioners of
research are attempting to impose on the scholarly world,;
her striking phrase clearly was not intended to be compli-
mentary (Lather 2004). Another recent commentator writes
admiringly of Michel Foucault that his work “seeks to
uncover not the development of rationality, but the ways
new forms of control and power are legitimated by complex
discourses which stake a claim to rationality and which are
embedded in diverse institutional sites” (Olssen 2004, p. 58).

There are various overlapping positions that are a little
nearer the center rather than being located completely at the
extreme left-hand pole. One of these is the view held by the
Danish social scientist Bent Flyvbjerg; heavily indebted to
Foucault, he also stresses that the concept of “power” should
be at the center of social science, but crucially he does not
see this as spelling the end of empirical social science but
rather as pointing the way to a new future, to a phronetic
social science that is focused on particular contexts and does
not aim to discover cross-contextual generalizations in the
mode of the natural sciences (Flyvbjerg 2001). In the con-
clusion to his book he writes that if we wish to “re-enchant
and empower social science” we must do three things:

First, we must drop the fruitless efforts to emulate natural
science’s success in producing cumulative and predictive the-
ory; this simply does not work in social science. Second, we
must take up problems that matter to the local, national, and
global communities in which we live, and we must do it in ways
that matter; we must focus on issues of values and power like
great social scientists have advocated from Aristotle and
Machiavelli to Max Weber and Pierre Bourdieu. Finally, we
must effectively communicate the results of our research to
our fellow citizens.

(Flyvbjerg 2001, p. 166)

Flyvbjerg’s case against the natural science model rests
largely upon the contextual nature of human action, but one
can concede this without giving up on the ideal or without
retreating to a very limited view of the focus of social
inquiry; human action certainly is shaped by myriad contex-
tual factors, and these make the finding of broad
generalizations extremely difficult but not impossible (for
one thing, it depends upon what level of analysis one is
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looking at), but furthermore there is more than human vol-
untary action to be studied in social science (for examples,
see Phillips 2000). But this is not to disagree that power
relations should be a part of the focus in social and educa-
tional inquiry — but the part should not be mistaken for the
whole.'

Another position to the left, but more moderate than those
at the extremity, is that developed by the philosopher of
social science Brian Fay, who writes:

Throughout much of its history the basic question in the philos-

ophy of social science has been: is social science scientific, or

can it be? Social scientists have historically sought to claim the
mantle of science and have modeled their studies on the natural
sciences .. ..

However, although this approach yielded important insights
into the study of human beings, it no longer grips philosophers

or practitioners of social science. Some new approach more in

touch with current intellectual and cultural concerns is required.
(Fay 1996, p. 1)

The “current concerns” he is referring to are those
espoused on the left, not those held by those either in the
center or on the right.

A crucial issue that arises when considering the positions
that are clustered at the hard left of this pole of my rough
continuum is this: What is the nature of science, especially in
social and educational contexts? Fay sets up a straw man in
answer to this question, saying there is only the narrow natural
science view, which must be rejected as inappropriate for our
purposes. And in a sense he is right — it is apparent that if a
very narrow view is accepted, one that is based perhaps on an
illiberal reading of the methods of physics, then it is reason-
able to argue (as he does) that the social sciences and educa-
tional research cannot be like that. Insofar as this view of
science is the enemy, then those who are left of center on the
continuum are justified in being appalled. The really crucial
point, however, is that those who dismiss scientific educa-
tional research as being misguided, as being based on “our
father’s paradigm”, have failed to consider carefully enough
that there may be other and more fruitful ways to characterize
this scientific paradigm. A more valid, postpositivist account
of science is possible, one that is situated in the middle of the
continuum (Phillips and Burbules 2000; Phillips 2000); later I
shall develop a heretofore neglected aspect of this more
moderate way of viewing science.

"For other discussions of the context-dependent nature of human
action, see Cronbach (1975) who develops the notion of webs of
interactive effects that change over time — hence “generalizations
decay”, and Labaree (1998) who makes the point that humans can
often act so as to contradict any generalization that is made about
them — hence researchers must live with a “lesser form of knowledge”.
Neither of these authors seem to have held serious doubts that educa-
tional research is both possible and useful; instead they hold that it must
have modest aspirations.
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What has caused the heat in current debates about educa-
tional research (what upsets Fay, Flyvbjerg, Lather, and
many contributors to the journal symposia referenced ear-
lier) is the fact that there are many at the opposite right-hand
pole of the continuum who are pushing a narrow and illiberal
view of the nature of science which extols the use of
randomized controlled experiments or field trials (RFTs),
and whose views are being endorsed by those who are in
positions of power and who control the coffers of govern-
mental agency research funds. Most of the remainder of my
discussion shall be directed at this other pole, where a
narrow reading of the nature of science and its methods are
being imposed upon the educational research community.

I will start fairly insularly with the situation in the United
States, not because it is more interesting than anywhere else
around the globe, but because I am more familiar with it and
because much of the sometimes acrimonious debate between
individuals and groups at the left and right hand poles of my
continuum has taken place in journals that have their home
base in that country but which have wide international read-
ership (thus what happens in the USA often influences what
happens elsewhere, for good or ill). I will leave the left, and
move to the continuum’s center where I will linger briefly
before focusing for the remainder of my essay on the cur-
rently very influential right-hand pole.

The Center of the Continuum
and the NRC Report

Over the past few years much of the debate over the nature of
educational research in the USA has been cast in the form of
reactions to a report Scientific Research in Education by the
National Research Council (NRC), the operating arm of the
US National Academies of Sciences (NRC 2002). Analysis
of the content of this report shows that it should be located
close to the moderate middle of the continuum, but many of
its critics from left-handed positions regard it as being at the
far right-hand pole.> Careful reading of the report also
reveals that it traverses the proverbial razor’s edge — on
one hand it does hold, against those on the left, that useful,
valid scientific inquiry is possible in education; but on the
other hand it does suggest that the narrow account of the
nature of scientific rigor, given by those on the right in terms
of the randomized controlled experiment or field trial and a
narrow range of related designs, is quite mistaken.

As mentioned earlier, there have been major, lively
symposia on the report in the Educational Researcher (2002),
Qualitative Inquiry (2004), Educational Theory (2005), and

%In the spirit of full disclosure the present author must admit to being a
member of the Committee that authored this report.
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Teachers College Record (2005), where it has been attacked
by those on the left who are not able to distinguish friends from
foes; and there is an ongoing stream of “stand alone” pieces
(for example, Feuer et al. 2002; Eisenhart and Towne 2003;
Eisenhart and DeHaan 2005), and the NRC recently has
produced a follow-up report (NRC 2005).

This is not the appropriate place to give a detailed history
of the political circumstances that led the NRC to establish
its Committee to report, inter alia, on “What are the
principles of scientific quality in education research?” It is
sufficient to say that at the time the climate in Washington
was (and of course still is) socially and intellectually conser-
vative and marked by skepticism and concern about the
poor quality of education research, especially when it was
compared with other domains of research that were regarded
as rigorous and that therefore helped to frame policy
decisions — medical and health-related research were often
held up as exemplars that educational research failed to
match. The US Congress was on the verge of positioning
itself at the far right of the continuum (one of the few times a
political elected body has taken a stand on research method-
ology), by considering restricting research funds in educa-
tion to scientifically rigorous research, as defined narrowly
by the use of randomized experimental or field trial designs —
the so-called RFT, the “gold standard” methodology — a step
that it has since taken.” So, at the time, the research commu-
nity was keen to have an independent group jump the Con-
gressional gun, and offer a less narrow and more reasoned
centrist account of what it was to be “rigorously scientific”.
Members of the Committee established by the NRC to
undertake this task were quite clear among themselves that
they were not defining rigorous education research,
simpliciter, for they recognized explicitly that there was
much valuable educational inquiry that fell outside the
domain of science; their task, by charter, was much more
restricted: What are the desiderata for those types of research
that purport to be “scientific”’, and the findings of which are
often taken to offer concrete guidance for policymakers? In
addition, it is clear — and it is evident in the final report itself
— that the majority of members of the Committee were
committed to a view much more liberal than that being
canvassed in the Congress, namely, that any reasonable list
of scientific principles or desiderata would be such that
academically-respectable research fields such as anthropol-
ogy and ethnography would be included under the mantle of
“science”, for of course these would be excluded if this
mantle was characterized in terms of the use of the gold
standard RFT.

3 Various attempts to legislate about scientific rigor are detailed in
Eisenhart and Towne (2003).
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It is important to stress that it was not part of the NRC
Committee’s charge to question the wisdom of the effort to
establish these desiderata, or to criticize the wisdom of the
course upon which the Congress appeared to be setting out;
nevertheless a number of the critiques of the Committee’s
report in the symposia listed above ignored the task that the
Committee specifically had been assigned, and criticized it
unfairly for not doing what it was not instructed to do —
specifically, it was charged with failing to recognize the
diversity of methodological approaches to educational
research and with promulgating a narrow, positivistic view
of the research enterprise.

The strength of the negative reactions becomes hard
to comprehend when the key ingredient of the report — the
six criteria delineating scientific research in education
that the Committee settled upon, formulated as “guiding
principles” for a “healthy community” of scientific
researchers — are even cursorily examined. They are com-
monsensical, if not bland, and certainly were far from the
extremes of both the poles of opinion that were sketched
earlier; they will be presented here in short summary form
without nuance or supporting rhetoric (see NRC 2002, pp.
2-6, for the executive summary of these principles, and
Chapter 3 for a more extensive presentation). (i) Scientific
research should pose significant questions that can be
investigated empirically; and the questions and the designs
developed to address them should reflect relevant theoretical
and methodological understanding; (ii) Research should be
linked, explicitly or implicitly, to some overarching theory
or conceptual framework; (iii) Methods should be judged in
terms of their appropriateness for addressing a specific ques-
tion; often multiple method designs will be appropriate; (iv)
A piece of scientific research will provide a coherent and
explicit chain of reasoning — one that addresses limitations
and biases, that counters alternative explanations, and that is
compelling to the skeptic; (v) Findings should be replicated,
and generalized (via new studies) beyond the narrow settings
and populations where initially they were carried out; (vi)
Research studies should be opened-up to wide professional
scrutiny and critique — this strengthens the work and ensures
as far as possible its objectivity.

The blandness of these principles should not be mistaken
for pointlessness. It can be asked rhetorically: Who would
take seriously an inquiry that was not held open to critique,
where the argument was confused or not made explicit, that
dealt with insignificant issues, that dealt with issues having
no possible relation to the real world of education, that used
inappropriate methods or techniques, and that ignored rele-
vant theory or generalizations? The fact that the NRC
principles engendered hostility in some quarters indicates
that indeed there are some in the research community — those
largely at the far left of the rough continuum — who appar-
ently espouse these counter-views.
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It also should be evident that these six principles do not
prohibit the use of qualitative or hermeneutical methods;
indeed the report itself makes clear that it was a mistake
for researchers in the past to have adopted too-narrow a view
of the nature of human action, and it refers in critical tone to
the “physics envy” that has often driven research in the
human sciences. Nor is there blind advocacy in the report
for the use of RFTs — the methodology favored by Congress
and the federal Department of Education — although the
Committee certainly was supportive of the use of this meth-
odology in contexts where it was appropriate. Two members
of the Committee recently summarized the report as follows:

From the outset, the committee agreed that. . .. the actual prac-

tice of scientific research is more descriptively oriented, more

dependent on context, less cumulative, and more intuitive — in
other words, more qualitative — than is the idealized model of
experimentation, frequently described as the path to producing
causal explanations.... The committee acknowledged the
importance of research outside “science”, including philosophi-
cal, historical, and critical scholarship, and its contributions to
education as well as to both natural and social science. ... We
also discussed the role of practitioner-oriented research in social
science, medicine, and agriculture, as well as education. . .In the
course of our deliberations, we discussed social and cultural
context, participant involvement, political considerations, and
ethical requirements, considering all of them as inherent features

of the study of social and educational phenomena. . ..
(Eisenhart and DeHaan 2005, pp. 3-4)

The fact that six extremely bland principles, set in a context
so appreciative of the contributions of so many diverse
perspectives and disciplinary orientations, could nevertheless
engender such disdain is an indication of the way in which the
educational research community has become polarized, and
the furor also indicates the deep ambivalence that exists about
the label “scientific”. Thus one critic of the report, an avowed
postmodernist who has been eager to prick the pretensions
about scientific research, still felt the need to express displea-
sure that her work was excluded by the principles from being
regarded as scientific (St. Pierre 2002). Before pursuing this
and related matters, however, it is relevant to finish the story of
the past few years in the USA, for it turns out — as I hinted
above — that the viewpoint of those at the far right of the
continuum was victorious, at least in the political struggle for
control over Federal research funds.

The Right-Hand “Pole” and the
Establishment of the “Gold Standard”
for Science

Did the NRC report achieve its goal of liberalizing the
account of scientific research in education used by Congress
and the research branch of the Federal Department of Edu-
cation? The answer is a loud and only slightly qualified
“no”! Certainly some phrases are used now in official
discourse indicating that many approaches are worthwhile,
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but the sad fact is that almost all of the Federal discretionary
funding for research in the USA still goes to support work
that uses the so-called “gold standard” methodology of
randomized controlled experimentation. Whether an inter-
vention or treatment was causally responsible for producing
a desired effect is taken to be the hallmark of useful, and
hence fundable, educational research.

Shortly before the NRC report was published, the conser-
vative Brookings Institution, in Washington, D.C., published
a volume titled Evidence Matters (Mosteller and Boruch
2002) that canvassed strongly for the use of the randomized
controlled experiment or field trial. This is a view that is at
the far right of the continuum I discussed earlier — a position
that those at the other pole are correct in attacking.” In one
typical chapter of this book it was argued that:

Randomized field trials are a sturdy device for generating defen-

sible evidence about relative effectiveness. Nonrandomized

trials can do so at times. But the conditions under which they
produce the same results as randomized trials depend heavily on
assumptions that may or not be plausible and empirically test-
able. It is then crucial to keep account of whether
nonrandomized trials approximate the results of RFTs and to

learn why they do or do not.
(Boruch et al. 2002, p. 74)

Here it is clear that the RFT was being used as a “gold
standard”; all other designs are to be compared with this
standard, although the passage does not consider all other
designs and only talks of non-randomized field trials. The
volume’s editors, Boruch and Mosteller, do have this to say
about other designs in their introductory chapter: “Other kinds
of research are important in building up to controlled studies of
program effectiveness” (Boruch and Mosteller 2002, p. 2,
emphasis added), which makes clear that other work is only
subsidiary to the RFT. A few lines later they make a truly
remarkable statement — “Even throat-clearing essays at times
contribute to understanding” (Boruch and Mosteller 2002,
p- 2) — a statement that is remarkably denigratory of the work
of theorists, philosophers, social critics, and many others.

It is the general position promulgated in many of the
chapters of Evidence Matters that won out in Congress, and
it is this volume that ought to have been the target of criticism
and debate in scholarly symposia rather than the NRC report.
The call to “keep account” of how well research approximates
the gold standard also seems to have fallen on receptive ears in
Washington, for Boruch is now the Principal Investigator of
the multi-million dollar Federally-funded project to build a
website where educational research studies are evaluated and
rated with respect to how trustworthy their conclusions are
about program effectiveness — that is, how closely they
approximate an ideal RFT (see the What-Works-Clearing-
house at www.W-W-C.org).

4Boruch was also a member of the NRC committee, where not surpris-
ingly he was a strong advocate for the use of RFTs.
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This introductory account of the situation in the USA, and
of the rise to domination of the narrow and illiberal view of
the nature of scientific rigor from the right-hand pole of the
continuum, touches upon a number of issues that require
further discussion — issues that are not just of localized
relevance, but that should be of concern to all of us who
are interested in the notion of rigorous research but who are
bemused if not offended by the extremely narrow account of
scientific rigor that has emerged in official circles but who do
not wish to be forced to the other extreme left-hand pole.
There is space only to begin a discussion of several of the
most vexing of these issues.

Vexing Issues When Looking Right

1. The tendency to associate rigorous or believable or reli-
able scholarship exclusively with scientific research needs to
be resisted strongly. There are many respectable disciplines
with well-established canons of rigor — some long antedating
empirical research in education — the practitioners of which
ought to feel no need to disguise their work as a type of
science, and whose work ought not to be dismissed as mere
“throat clearing”. Philosophers of education, political
theorists, and historians are among those who are capable
of producing well-crafted works that present vital and some-
times mind-expanding insights about education that are well
supported by arguments and warranting considerations that
can withstand critical scrutiny, and that we ignore at our
peril. The fact that after several millennia Plato’s “throat
clearing” work still offers stimulus to us about the social and
intellectual purposes of education, and the hierarchical orga-
nization of subjects of instruction, should give us pause and
may well lead many to wonder what work from our own day
will still be acting as a stimulus in the year 4005.

Several caveats are important. First, it must be
remembered that being rigorous is not the same as being
correct; there are many rigorous, well-crafted, scholarly
pieces of work in educational research, as indeed there are
across the natural and social sciences and the humanities,
that eventually turn out to be wrong. Second, however, we
must not sweep under the carpet the fact that there are some
fields (including, I hypothesize, some of those represented at
the far left-hand pole of the continuum) that not only have
not reached internal agreement about their canons, but where
consensus is not even a goal, and where tolerance for all
voices is flaunted as a positive virtue. The point of the
famous nonsensical paper written in postmodernist jargon
by the physicist Alan Sokal was to demonstrate that
postmodernism has as yet no established canons by which
good work can be distinguished from charlatanism (see the
discussion in Phillips 2000).

2. The belief that more rigorous educational research
(whether or not carried out via the RFT) is the key to the
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formulation of successful educational policies and the alle-
viation of the problems besetting schooling, is at best charm-
ingly naive. It is to accept the so-called rational model of
decision making as the norm in educational contexts, where
arguably it is by far the exception. Political decision makers
such as Federal Secretaries of Education or School Board
Chairpersons are not irrational, for they pursue their goals
quite effectively, and certainly they make use of evidence —
but often they use it selectively and generally only when it
supports a policy or practice that has appeal for them on
other political/ideological grounds. Evidence that challenges
strongly held and ideologically-supported views is routinely
ignored or is subject to “spin doctoring”. Lather reports a
nice example; she was aghast when she attended a meeting
addressed by US government officials who spoke “about the
need for policy research that supported the present
administration’s initiatives” (Lather 2004, p. 17). Further
examples of this too-common phenomenon are probably
unnecessary.

It is not entirely reprehensible that decision makers act in
this way, especially in the field of education which is a
process that takes place within society and uses massive
social resources, and which therefore ought to be shaped
by the values and suppositions that predominate in a society
or which in a democracy are held by those who were duly
elected to serve as decision makers. The view that evidence
which was produced rigorously will be utterly convincing
and determinative of policy because it is “believable” needs
to be abandoned — often believability is a function of coher-
ence with our pre-existing value and political commitments,
not a function of having been produced by a RFT. It is also
worth noting that sometimes if evidence is “believable” but
runs counter to the economic or other interests of an inter-
ested person or organization, efforts are made to undermine
or debunk it (for examples see Michaels 2005).

But there is a further complexifying factor: Different
researchers often produce contradictory findings, because
they use different data sets to throw light on a problem, or
because they decided to use different analytic techniques.
This can be taken to show that values and judgment are as
much a part of the research process itself as they are with
respect to the use of research findings for policy purposes — a
fact stressed by many at the left-hand pole of the continuum,
who also take this kind of phenomenon as undermining the
claim of social science and educational research to be value-
neutral and objective.’

The most that reasonably can be expected is that educa-
tional decisions ought to be constrained by the evidence, and

>Lee Shulman recently discussed the different conclusions reached by
three different groups of researchers, all highly competent, with respect
to the impact of high stakes testing on students in the USA; see
Shulman (2005).
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that evidence indicating differential harms and benefits
ought to be given due weight. This view is strengthened by
the philosophical insight that facts or evidence
underdetermine generalizations; the point is that there are
many possible policies that can be formulated that are com-
patible with a given body of evidence, indicating that — at
best — empirical evidence may be relevant to, but not deter-
minative of, a policy. If we wish to influence the quality of
the policies and programs that are promulgated in education,
we probably need to pay at least as much attention to values
and ideology as we do to experimental design — throat
clearing is more efficacious than Boruch and Mosteller
imagined.

3. The strong supporters of the gold standard have as an
important plank of their position that the RFT is by far and
away the most effective, most reliable, way to establish
causation — which itself supposes that establishing the causal
efficacy of programs or interventions is the main, or most
important, purpose of educational research, a matter that will
be discussed below.® Certainly the RFT, based as it is on
Mill’s principles of logic, is an excellent way to establish
that X causes Y, and it can be used with profit in many
educational research and program evaluation studies. But it
is not the only way to establish a causal relation, and it is not
the necessary way. And it is important to remember that
establishing X causes Y is not the same thing as establishing
why it does so (that is, establishing the physical or social
mechanism), and it is this latter issue that is often of vital
interest in science and in the public policy arena; it also is
salutary to remember that the RFT is of little or no value in
answering this deeper question about causal mechanisms.
The philosopher and social scientist Jon Elster phrases this
reminder well:

To cite the cause is not enough: the causal mechanism must also
be provided, or at least suggested. In everyday language, in most
historical writing and in many social scientific analyses, the
mechanism is not explicitly cited. Instead, it is suggested by
the way the cause is described.

(Elster 1989, p. 4)

But crucially he adds: “Any given event can be described
in many ways” (p. 4), which means that the correct descrip-
tion — given the situation and the researcher’s and policy-
maker’s interests — needs to be the object of further
investigation.

Thus, eyewitness testimony about a crime can establish
causation, at least to the satisfaction of the law; no RFT is
required, and furthermore the eyewitness sometimes sheds
light on why the crime was committed. To use a nineteenth-
century example, the detailed report of an anthropologist can

SThey also argue, not unreasonably, that the RFT allows the making of
good estimates of effect size, a matter that will not be pursued here.
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establish that if an Australian aboriginal tribal member has a
sharpened human bone that is marked with magical signs
pointed at him, he will walk into the bush and slowly die;
that is, the anthropologist can establish the causal efficacy of
bone-pointing, and can also establish that it does not work on
individuals of European background. Shirley Brice Heath
showed that differences in language use between teachers
and culturally-different children in classrooms can result in
poor educational performance (Heath 1983); William
Harvey established that the pumping of the heart causes
the circulation of the blood, an insight he achieved not by
conducting randomized field trials but by developing a
model of the circulatory system and systematically testing
it using hypothetico-deductive reasoning and by doing small
scale studies to rule out rival hypotheses; and, using a variety
of methods, Tony Bryk and his colleagues were not only able
to document differences in attainment between students in
Catholic and non-Catholic schools in Chicago, but were able
to make a good case about the causal nexus at work (Bryk
et al. 1993).

The bone-pointing example is important, too —as is Heath’s
work — for revealing that causal factors cannot always (or even
often) be conceptualized as “interventions” in the mode of a
program; bone pointing leads to death because of the cultural
beliefs that were held in aboriginal tribes in Australia and
which provided many of the values and metaphysical
suppositions that gave meaning to the lives of individuals
within the tribe. Doing a controlled experiment, with the
members of one group assigned to have a bone pointed at
them, and the control group members assigned to be free of
bone pointing, might if well-done establish the efficacy of the
bone pointing but would miss the real point — which is, how on
earth did bone pointing produce its dramatic effect? What
mechanism, physical or social or both, provides the causal
link between bone pointing and death? Documenting the
causal efficacy of cultural beliefs is not usually part of the
random assigner’s credo.

4. Finally, the interrelated views that scientific research is
epitomized by the establishing of causation (‘“program P
causes effects E”), and that the establishment of causation
is epitomized by randomized experiments or field trials, are
based on a serious misreading of the history of the sciences.
The natural sciences are taken as the epitome by those at the
right-hand pole, so looking back at their history with open
eyes is liberating; one cannot help but be struck by the huge
range of activities engaged in by researchers: establishing
what causal factors are operating in a given situation;
distinguishing genuine from spurious effects; determining
function; determining structure; careful description and
delineation of phenomena; accurate measurement; develop-
ment and testing of theories, hypotheses, and causal models;
testing of received wisdom; elucidating unexpected phe-
nomena; production of practically important techniques
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and artifacts.” A moment’s reflection also reveals that many
of these activities have involved mathematical analysis and
calculation, deductive and inductive reasoning (and almost
certainly abductive reasoning as well), the development of
lengthy chains of reasoning, the questioning of premises and
the exposing of testable and sometimes untestable
assumptions, a willingness to take criticism seriously
and also in some cases a willingness to carry on with a
line of investigation despite criticisms, and the creative
design of ingenious devices and laboratory set-ups and
demonstrations. Rene de Reaumur constructing wire gauze
containers for food to be placed inside the gut of a hawk (to
determine if the food can be digested when protected from
mechanical interference by movements of the stomach and
intestines), William Harvey blocking a vein in his arm with
pressure from a finger, Darwin observing turtles in the
Galapagos and breeding pigeons on his farm, Hawking
doing calculations, Kinsey and his co-workers administering
questionnaires, von Frisch constructing a glass-sided bee-
hive, Galileo rolling a ball down an inclined plane, John
Snow locating on the one map the locations of water-wells
and also the cases of cholera across London, Crick and
Watson tinkering with a crude metal molecular model in
the attempt to unravel the structure of DNA — all these are
as much a part of science as a modern educational psycholo-
gist consulting a table of random numbers to select members
of the control and treatment groups for a randomized con-
trolled experiment or field trial.

Even if it were held that some of the activities mentioned
above are logically or conceptually “more central” to sci-
ence than the others — a view the present author remains
skeptical about — it would still have to be acknowledged that
without careful observation, testing, measurement, construc-
tion of ingenious apparatus, designing questionnaires,
making models, doing calculations, drawing implications,
playing hunches, and so forth, scientific inquiry (however
characterized) would not be able to get off the ground. A so-
called “logic of inquiry” would be sterile unless there also
were means for the acquisition of some substance (data,
observations, hypotheses). This suggests that attempts to
delineate “the central method of science” — the attempt to
give a simple “gold standard” account of the “nature of
science” — must always be quite arbitrary; perhaps it was
recognition of all this that led Percy Bridgman, a Nobel
Laureate in Physics, to remark that “the scientist has no
other method than doing his damnedest” (cited in Kaplan
1964, p. 27).

7 Fuller discussion, and examples of each, can be found in Phillips
(2005b).
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A Positive, Centrist Suggestion:
Replacing Gold by the Platinum
Standard

The over-emphasis on using a narrow methodological
criterion to delineate”scientific rigor” detracts from the
main question at hand when one is assessing the validity
or rigor of an inquiry, which is this: Has the overall case
made by the investigator been established to a degree that
warrants the tentative acceptance of the theoretical or
empirical claims that are being put forward? For making
a case for tentative belief is, in essence, the point of scien-
tific inquiry. William Harvey was making a case about
the circulation of the blood; the anthropologist was making
a case about the bone-pointing phenomenon; Heath
was making a case about the effects of differences in
language use; and Bryk and his colleagues were making a
case about the effects of certain features of Catholic
schooling.

The methodology used in a particular study undoubtedly
is an important consideration in case-building, but it is not an
“authoritative umpire” (to use Arthur Kaplan’s expression
1964, p. 25) that should rule in or out of play the various
diverse considerations that the scientist puts forward in
developing his or her case. A weakness here might be
compensated for by a strong argument or relevant piece of
evidence there, but a methodological purist might exert a
negative or at least an unnecessarily restraining influence
because some of the relevant considerations might not be
mentioned in his or her rulebook. To repeat: What needs to
be judged is the overall case that is made — the cohesion and
convincingness and rigor of the often-complex argument
that the particular scientist is making and is supporting
with a diverse body of hopefully relevant evidence. To use
John Dewey’s felicitous expression (Dewey 1938/1966), the
key point is whether or not a warrant has been established
that justifies the assertion of the claim that is under
consideration.

The attitude towards research being advocated here
is that it should be recognized as being an exercise in
argumentation, which the philosopher Alvin Goldman
defines as “a complex speech act in which a speaker
presents a thesis to a listener or audience, and defends
this thesis with reasons or premises” (Goldman 1994, p.
27; he goes on to spell out several desiderata of good
argumentation). Another slightly different way to formu-
late this position is that research is a rhetorical activity in
the classic and not the modern sense in which the term
almost becomes synonymous with “non-rational persua-
sion” or “spinning”. As Nelson, Megill and McCloskey
put it in the opening chapter of The Rhetoric of the
Human Sciences,
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“Rhetoric” covers at once what is communicated, how it is
communicated, what happens when it is communicated, how
to communicate it better, and what communication is in general.
Rhetoric of inquiry enlarges these meanings to encompass the
interdependence of inquiry and communication, and to encour-
age connecting all the skeins of rhetoric into a commitment for
better inquiry to inform action.

(Nelson et al. 1987, p. 16)

Although this rhetorical aspect of research is most appar-
ent in the published report, the notion is applicable to day-to-
day activity in the lab or in the field or in the library where a
case actually is being constructed for later publication that
will be convincing to other, often skeptical, members of the
relevant research community or to the relevant group of
“consumers”. As Wayne Booth and his colleagues put it in
their The Craft of Research, “In a research report you make a
claim, back it with reasons based on evidence, acknowledge
and respond to other views, and sometimes explain your
principles of reasoning. There’s nothing arcane in any of
this. . ..” (Booth et al. 2003, p. 114). There is no disguising
the fact that the assessing of a complex piece of rhetoric that
purports to warrant a claim can be an extremely difficult
task, and it is one that many critics of the quality of educa-
tion research either abrogate or are incapable of tackling or
do not feel inclined to tackle; but assessing the case simply
by consulting a text or website on the proper conduct of
RFTs simply will not suffice.

Yet a third way of putting all this is that scientific research
can be regarded as parallel to the work of a trial lawyer —
what is crucial is the way the case is built up, how evidence
or arguments are marshaled to fill in the “holes”, how the
final argument hangs together including whether it can stand
up to the critical scrutiny of peers (trial lawyers working for
the other side) and the independent jurors who need to be
convinced “beyond all reasonable doubt”. As Stephen
Toulmin put it in a classic discussion (1958, reissued in
2003), argumentation is “generalized jurisprudence’:

A sound argument, a well-grounded or firmly-backed claim, is
one which will stand up to criticism, one for which a case can be
presented coming up to the standard required if it is to deserve a
favorable verdict. How many legal terms find a natural extension
here! One may even be tempted to say that our extra-legal
claims have to be judged ... before the Court of Reason.
(Toulmin 2003, p. 8)

This parallelism between science and jurisprudence is
quite obvious in the scientific/engineering investigation of
the cause(s) of the tragic disintegration of the US space
shuttle upon re-entry early in 2003, and in the evidentiary
trail-blazing that led to the verdict that smoking was the
guilty party in the cause of most cases of lung cancer — a
verdict now even accepted by cigarette manufacturers.
William Harvey constructed a water-tight (at least!) case
about the circulation of the blood. And of course Charles
Darwin’s groundbreaking work had a masterly rhetorical
structure, and it presented a wide variety of evidence and
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many different arguments to help make the case for
evolution. A fine contemporary example is provided by the
work of the young Chicago economist Steven D. Levitt, who
in scholarly papers and more popular essays and book
chapters has developed convincing cases on such important
social issues as the cause of the decline in serious crimes in
the United Sates during the 1990s — cases that do not depend
upon evidence obtained from RFTs! Levitt’s contention has
been that the decline in serious crime is attributable more to
the legalization of abortion than to such factors as the intro-
duction of innovative police practices or the increase in use
of the death penalty. Using comparative statistics and other
evidence, and with careful argumentation, he undermined
the credibility of the many traditional, rival explanations;
then he demonstrated that States in the USA, and countries
overseas, experienced a decline in serious crime when the
first cohort of children born after the liberalization of abor-
tion laws reached their late teen years — and furthermore he
found the opposite was true in those places where abortion
restrictions had been reintroduced. He produced a strong,
clear case, one that stands up well to evaluation in terms of
the NRC’s six guiding principles (Levitt and Dubner 2005,
chapter 4).

Conclusion

Acceptance of what I have called the platinum standard
implies that the gold-standard, based as it is on the origin
of evidence via the RFT, obscures the fundamental point —
namely, that what is key is how the evidence is used in the
course of argumentation. For “good evidence” can be
vitiated by being incorporated into a poor or incomplete
argument or case; the thrust of a piece of evidence can be
countered by other, differing evidence; the significance of
what seems to be a strong piece of evidence can be changed
by an appeal to context, or by showing how value judgments
skewed the analytic process that produced the evidence, or
by construction of a brilliant novel argument that was
unforeseen by the purveyors of the evidence, or by pointing
to new phenomena that have a bearing on the status of the
purported evidence but which were not known at the time
this was discovered.”

There is nothing in the foregoing discussion to suggest
that evidence should be collected in a slipshod way, for how
the evidence came to light can (and almost certainly will)
become an issue when the case in which it is used faces

8 Achinstein (2001) gives a detailed discussion of factors of this sort,
and shows that the notion of evidence can be relativized to the episte-
mic situation of the scientist who accepts it, without destroying the
objectivity that is so important in the concept of evidence.
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public scrutiny — just as the evidence presented by the
prosecution in a criminal trial can become to object of
intense scrutiny. The point is, however, to put forward evi-
dence that was not collected by use of the RFT is not
necessarily to be slipshod! The wise researcher, like the
wise prosecutor, will use quality evidence of different
kinds, and will weld it all into a coherent case the parts of
which strengthen and support each other.

Finally, by turning to platinum we stand a fighting chance
to immunize ourselves against what the philosopher of social
science Arthur Kaplan once identified as “methodolatry”, a
“pervasive trait of American culture” which also may fast
becoming a trait of the international educational research
community — namely, an “overemphasis on what methodol-
ogy can achieve” (Kaplan 1964, p. 24). In a sense, by using
platinum we replace the narrow practice of methodolatry
with the broader practice of intelligent argumentation.
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Abstract

D.C. Phillips argues for a platinum standard for educational research and though it is a step
in the right the right direction, the disparate voices in educational research make it difficult
to see its implementation. Moreover, what might sink the adoption of such a standard is the
Deweyan pragmatism that Phillips espouses, since it seems to lead to relativism and a
denial that disparate methods might provide different perspectives on the one truth. The
view that scientific or quantitative research methods are somehow more objective depends
very largely on what is meant by the term “objective”. The statistical methods which are
seen as providing an objective assessment of an educational problem are not devoid of
subjective choices and in many cases are a blunt instrument. Qualitative methods have their

place, and educational researchers need to find ways in which practitioners using different
research methodologies can work collaboratively.
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Denis Phillips reflects on recent discourse about empirical
educational research focussing in particular on arguing
against the view that the best form of educational research
is empirical research utilising randomised field trials. Essen-
tially, what Phillips is concerned with is the continuing
debate amongst educational researchers about whether quan-
titative methods are better than qualitative methods of
research because the former methods are held by an influen-
tial body of researchers to be closer to scientific method.
This debate in the United States has centred largely around
a report by the National Research Council (NRC) entitled
Scientific Research in Education and spawned a quite
extensive literature that argues both for and against the
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recommendations of the report, in a number of cases, quite
unfairly. Discussion of the nature of educational research,
however, spreads more widely than the United States and is
also a hot topic elsewhere. (See, for example, Lingard and
Gale (2010), Koro-Ljungberg et al. (2009), Wright (2008),
Biesta (2007), Carr (2007), Moss (2005), Feuer et al. (2002),
St. Pierre (2002), who are only a tiny sample.)

Phillips seeks to debunk the idea that quantitative
methods, such as randomised field trials, represent scientific
methods as practised in the exact or physical sciences
(p.- 133). On any interpretation of the logic of discovery,
quantitative experimentation is only one element of the way
in which science is done. This means that any attempt to
emulate the physical sciences in educational research, where
this is reduced to the use of quantitative methods alone is
unlikely to be successful. Moreover, there is substantial
evidence that this is the case. Phillips argues for the adoption
of a “platinum standard” of research which does not canon-
ize one particular method, but proposes that we should be
prepared to use a variety of methods within a broader
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practice of intelligent argumentation. Phillips’s moderate
proposal is undoubtedly attractive, as far as it goes, for he
urges us to adopt a position between the extremes of a rabid
postmodernism and nihilistic, unreflective rejection of sci-
ence and a polar opposite scientistic view which sees scien-
tific method, as used in the physical sciences, as the only
way in which reliable results about problems in education
can be researched. It is hard to see how one can disagree with
Phillips’s moderate stance and reasonableness, but it may be
that it is a too seductively moderate position and perhaps his
temperate seeking of a middle ground concedes too much
and fails to see the real problems with both polar opposites
and what passes for educational research in general. If both
poles are flawed, the middle might not be a better place to be.

Phillips likens the wide variety of different educational
research methods to the tower of Babel. Like the Tower of
Babel, where there was a confusion of tongues, in educational
research there is such a confusion of methods and contexts that
educational researchers are often unable to communicate with
each other. Moreover, he says, this means that there is a
plethora of opinions and obscure ideologies which lead to
research findings which are of dubious worth (p. 130). This,
however, is across the spectrum of methods and not just at the
two poles that Phillips mentions.

Phillips is therefore less forthright than he could be about
the insidious rise of obscurantism and uncritical use of
philosophical and theoretical concepts without any appre-
hension of what these concepts mean. It is not only what he
calls the left pole that is guilty of this, however. Both poles
are guilty of using dimly understood concepts as foundations
for their educational research labours. A critical analysis of
an educational issue, for example, in the hands of an educa-
tional theorist adept at jargon, becomes a “Foucauldian
deconstruction of the power structures in educational
institutions legitimating complex discourses that maintain
oppressive relations between teacher and learner”. Ironi-
cally, one can turn the tables on such postmodern discourse
by viewing such pompous and opaque utterances with incre-
dulity, since there is no reason to accept their points of view
any more than it is to accept the positions that they decry. It
is not only those with a postmodern bent for jargon who are
guilty of such abuses, however, since at the other extreme,
the inappropriate use of quantitative methods in the guise of
providing an objective analysis of an educational problem is
just as much a difficulty. Perhaps surprisingly, Phillips does
not spend very much time criticising the left pole, though of
course, he does have a certain conception of scientific
research and hence, educational research in his sights.

Phillips asserts that the use of quantitative methods can
lead to a false belief that the conclusions that can be drawn
provide an objective assessment of a particular educational
situation (pp. 135-6). This is undoubtedly so for a number of
reasons which he does not specify, but we can quickly
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adumbrate. The rigour of mathematics creates the illusion
that what is described in numerical terms is devoid of per-
sonal bias; numbers are absolute. Unfortunately, a table of
values hides a multitude of assumptions and assertions that
are not always overtly described. Secondly, quantitative
methods make no distinctions between individuals, so there
is the illusion that whether or not a researcher likes or
dislikes particular participants has no bearing on the statisti-
cal analysis that is carried out. (This may not be overt, but a
researcher could choose a particular population consistently
because it provides a good response rate.) Thirdly, the biases
of the participants themselves can be easily ignored, since it
is not their individual views that matter, but what is
aggregated. Mathematics as a scientific tool is a way of
representing the world and insofar as it is a human represen-
tation, does not provide a God’s eye view.

The question of what is meant by “objective” is quite
problematic, as Phillips intimates, because a key assumption
is that quantitative methods provide an objective analysis,
held by the advocates of quantitative methods, to be missing
in qualitative analyses. One of the criteria put forward as
indicating a level of objectivity about the results obtained is
that they are able to be replicated, just as any good science
experiment is supposed to be able to be. There are many
reasons why a complex experiment involving human
participants is not likely to be replicable. These will include
the inability to be able to specify, let alone control, the many
variables which might be involved in an experiment involv-
ing human beings. In addition, in the repeat of an experi-
ment, they will not be the same human beings nor in the
same situation. In order to get some kind of replication, most
of the features which might make a particular case interest-
ing would need to be removed, otherwise no general
conclusions applicable across a population can be made.
Differences are glossed in order to get a general picture
and in some cases what is gained in generality can be
misleading or even false. Secondly, objectivity can be under-
stood in a number of ways and it is possible to fall into the
trap of mistaking what statistics describe as corresponding to
reality. Finally, mathematics and statistics also involve a
measure of art, since it is the researcher who must decide
how to determine a random representative sample of the
population whose data is to be collected. This is a quite
sophisticated process and it is quite possible for final results
to differ wildly as a result of different data sets being used.

The serious flaw in Phillips’s position is the adoption of
Deweyan pragmatism. This exposes him to the same kind of
accusation of relativism that is levelled at the postmodernist.
Though the provisional nature of scientific theory suggests
that the best we can ever hope for is a theory which is
warranted by the evidence, this does not mean that the aim
of science is not the uncovering of truth. The quest for new
and better scientific theories occurs because human beings
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are never satisfied just with what works or with what is
warranted, but continue to probe what they think is an
objective reality of which science can at the very least get
a glimpse. Phillips is right, however, to point out that the
scientific method is far from monolithic and there is plenty
of evidence to be drawn from the history of science to show
that in many cases, successful scientists have stuck to their
theories even when the empirical evidence flatly contra-
dicted the theory. It is doubtful, however, whether this was
due to some acceptance of a postmodern rejection of a
normative conception of reason and evidence, but more
likely to be because of sheer bloody-mindedness. Einstein,
for example, could never bring himself to accept Quantum
Mechanics and the theory of relativity and Quantum
Mechanics remain unreconciled to this day (Randall 2005).
Science as it is practised by scientists bears little, if any,
resemblance to educational research, and though Phillips’s
appeal to the logic of discovery as pointing to a variety of
approaches to scientific problems, is inviting, these are more
sociological and psychological than epistemological. Insofar
as they are sociological and psychological, they will resem-
ble what happens in educational research, but they are very
different when it comes to the subject matter that they seek
to illuminate. Human beings are not indistinguishable from
one another in the way in which molecules, atoms, protons
and electrons are and so cannot be treated in the same way.

Educational research is not scientific research of the kind
being undertaken in the exact sciences and though there are
points at which one can disagree with Phillips, he is right to
suggest that the gold standard is not enough. Though an
improvement, whether a platinum standard is good enough is
also questionable, because as Phillips points out in his metaphor
of the Tower of Babel, there is a wide variety of educational
research methods which simply do not speak to one another.
A first step might be to try to find a way to unify these disparate
methods so that they are no longer failing to speak to each other.
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Abstract

What makes educational research scientific? And should we be worried whether it is? This
chapter approaches these questions from a philosophical perspective, while also
introducing some relevant work from twentieth-century philosophy of science. It discusses
scientific method, confirmation, the distinction between theory and observation, the aim of

science, and the relative merits of qualitative and quantitative approaches.
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Introduction

What makes educational research scientific? And should we
be worried whether it is? This chapter approaches these
questions from a philosophical perspective, while also
introducing some relevant work from twentieth-century phi-
losophy of science. It takes it for granted that these questions
are important for a variety of practical reasons, especially
policy-related ones, particularly those related to the report of
the National Research Council of the United States (Scien-
tific Research in Education 2002)." Accounts of scientific
method and science found in textbooks on educational
research are also likely to have an impact on the practice
of young researchers. So when those accounts are confused
and erroneous — e.g. in popular textbooks such as Cohen,
Manion and Morrison (2003), as demonstrated in
Rowbottom and Aiston (2006) — this can have dire
consequences.

! For an illustration of how these questions are relevant with respect to
government funding of research, see Rowbottom and Aiston (2011).

D.P. Rowbottom (<)
Department of Philosophy, Lingnan University, Tuen Mun, Hong Kong
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The best place to start, perhaps, is to look at how we use
words like ‘science’, ‘scientist’ and ‘scientific’ in everyday
discourse; and the main reason to do this is to prevent any
confusion about the subject matter of this chapter. What I
want to suggest is that there are two senses in which these
words are currently used: one taxonomical, and the other
normative. In the first sense, we would all be happy to refer
to physics, chemistry and biology as sciences. But in the
second, some might suggest that work in a specific area of
contemporary biology (such as natural history) is not nearly
as good as that in physics (e.g., on a topic we will come
to later, due to its qualitative nature) and therefore that it is
less (or even un-) scientific. Another example is as follows.
A faculty member of a department of physics is clearly a
scientist in a taxonomical sense, in virtue of her membership
of a particular community. But she may nevertheless adopt
all kinds of practices, such as intentionally falsifying data or
ignoring any evidence that tells against one of her pet
theories, which make her unscientific according to many
normative theories of science.

No doubt these two senses are not entirely unrelated.
In particular, our present taxonomy may be a result of
previous normative accounts. One might suggest, for
instance, that natural philosophy became natural science
in the Enlightenment period, because of a special method
(or approach) which was adopted (and has been retained)
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by its practitioners.” And while this once popular view is
highly implausible — if one looks, for instance, at the
developments in optics in the early Islamic world and the
sophistication of Ancient Greek astronomy” — it neverthe-
less remains convincing that ‘science’ has acquired its
current taxonomical sense partly as a result of the struggles
between natural philosophers and theologians in medieval
universities.*

Whatever the truth of this matter, however, problems
clearly arise when the two senses are conflated. This happens
when the press describe bad research (or even pseudo-sci-
ence) simply as scientific. (And if one insists on using
‘scientific’ only in a normative sense, one should insist that
such research should not be so described!) It sometimes
happens too, rather unfortunately, when scientists (in the
taxonomical sense) are called as expert witnesses, or the
work of those in some areas of the humanities is dismissed
as incorrect or irrelevant simply because it is (taxonomi-
cally) non-scientific.

This enables us to identify one clear way in which we
should be interested whether educational research is scien-
tific (and/or in making educational research scientific): to
understand whether it counts (and/or how to make it count)
as a genuine and/or good form of inquiry. But notice that
when we put the matter this way, we may similarly be
interested in whether logic, mathematics or metaphysics
are scientific. And this does violence to our intuitions
because the disciplines that count as ‘scientific’ in a taxo-
nomical sense, nowadays, typically have an empirical
dimension.

What we don’t want to do, of course, is end up arguing
over a word. We can leave ‘science’ to refer only to (genuine
and/or good) forms of inquiry which happen to have an
empirical dimension if we like — as many philosophers of
science have — but in doing so we must be careful not to
dismiss the possibility of (genuine and/or good) forms of
inquiry which are non-empirical. Similarly, we should not
assume that empirical inquiry is possible without non-
empirical inquiry (or assumptions which can only be legiti-
mately examined, if at all, by non-empirical means). We
should bear in mind the possibility that educational research
has non-empirical aspects or components.

In what follows, I will be particularly concerned with
dispelling widespread misconceptions concerning science —

2 There has been a considerable debate about the extent to which there
is continuity over this period. See, for example, McMullin (1965) and
Grant (1996).

3See Lindberg (1992) on optics in the Islamic world, and Kuhn (1957)
on Ancient Greek astronomy.

“ For more on Medieval science and the struggles between theologians
and natural philosophers, see Grant (1996) and Lindberg (1992).
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or what might be known as folk conceptions of science — and
will use several examples from physics (supported where
appropriate by educational analogues) in order to do so. The
motivation behind discussing physics is that this is usually
taken to be the Queen of the Sciences, or the ‘hard’ science
par excellence. So by showing that it is not nearly as ‘hard’
as is often thought, I hope that I will help to trim unrealistic
expectations for educational research.

Empirical Testability

As noted above, science is usually taken to involve empirical
research. And one simple view of scientific theories —
inspired perhaps by cursory readings of Popper’s philosophy
of science’ — is that they must be testable and/or falsifiable
by (sense) experience.® From this it might be thought that
one can determine whether some hypothesis or law is scien-
tific simply by looking at whether it conflicts with any
possible observation statement.

One problem with this view is that there are many scien-
tific theories and laws which cannot be tested in isolation. As
Duhem (1954, p. 183) put it (writing specifically of physics):
‘an experiment. . . can never condemn an isolated hypothesis
but only a whole theoretical group. .. [so] a “crucial experi-
ment” is impossible’. Consider Newton’s Ist Law of
Motion: “A body remains at constant velocity (or rest) unless
a resultant force is acting on it.” Taken alone, this provides
no predictions whatsoever and therefore cannot be refuted
by experience. It does not, for instance, tell us what kinds of
forces there are. So when something accelerates unexpect-
edly, this may suggest only that there is some invisible force
at work that we were previously unaware of (and a dogmatist
intent on defending Newton’s 1st Law at all costs can always
appeal to such forces).

A simple educational analogue may help. Imagine I want
to test the hypothesis that a group of pupils is better behaved
when they are aware that they are being observed, and
conduct this test by using hidden cameras. There doesn’t
appear to be any significant change in behaviour when a
teacher is physically present, according to my data, so I
conclude that awareness of observation isn’t correlated
with better behaviour. But it is possible that the students
found out about the hidden cameras and that the initial
hypothesis is true. In short, the auxiliary hypothesis here
would be: ‘The children did not know that they were actually

3 For my own view on Popper’s philosophy of science, see Rowbottom
and Aiston (2006) and Rowbottom (2011a).

6 “Experience’ is a much more slippery term than is often recognised.
Arguably, for example, to have an intuition (or to imagine or conceive
of something) is to have a sort of experience.
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being observed when the teacher was not present’. And note
that this can’t be tested in isolation either, of course. We
could ask the children, and take them at their word. But they
we’d be assuming that they were telling the truth. We could
check by using a lie detector, but then we’d be assuming that
the lie detector was reliable. And so forth.

The discovery of Neptune by Leverrier provides a beau-
tiful historical illustration of Duhem’s thesis.” Using Newto-
nian Mechanics (NM) — all Newton’s Laws of Motion, along
with his Law of Gravitation (and related mathematics) — it
was possible to predict the orbit of Uranus. But in order to
apply NM in such a way — to bring the theory into contact
with experience — further auxiliary assumptions (AA) were
required: about how many other planets are in the solar
system, what their respective masses are, and so forth. So
when it was ascertained that the prediction was wrong, it was
possible to go two ways. On the one hand, one could reject
NM. On the other, one could reject AA. (And from a logical
point of view, one could reject both; we should also not
forget that our observations are fallible, so it’s always possi-
ble to want to check these.)

In this scenario, the reaction of Leverrier — who was
highly confident that NM was true — was to think about
possible ways in which AA might have been false. In partic-
ular, he asked “Given NM and the actual orbit of Uranus,
what else would have to be the case?” In this way, he was
able to predict the existence (and path) of the previously
unknown Neptune.8

The story does not end there, however, because Leverrier
subsequently tried to pull off the same trick again, in order to
explain the aberrant orbit of Mercury! (Specifically, he
wanted to explain the precession of the perihelion; or put
more simply, why the shape of the orbit changes in the way it
does. See Fig. 18.1.) This time he predicted the existence of
a planet which he called Vulcan. But Vulcan does not exist,
and in fact the orbit of Mercury can be predicted by relativity
theory without positing any new planets (or other massive
bodies). In this case, that is to say, NM was eventually taken
to be at fault.

This story is significant, for our purposes, in several
respects. First, it suggests that there is no ‘Golden Rule’
which uniquely determines what we should do when we
experience a conflict between theory and observation (even
in physics). Even if we take it that our observations are
generally reliable, this does not mean that they are complete.
(And this matter is complicated even more, as we will later
see, by the fact that most observation statements used in

7For a more detailed account than that which follows, see Hanson
(1962). The discussion below is based on the one that appears in
Rowbottom and Aiston (2011).

8 Neptune had been seen before by Galileo. But he mistook it for a star.
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Fig. 18.1 Illustration of the precession of the perihelion of Mercury

science are theory-laden.) This recognition, taken alone, is
already enough to raise serious doubts about the prospect of
a ‘scientific method’ that can unerringly lead us to, or
towards, the truth (in an absolute sense).

We will address so-called ‘scientific method’ again a
little later, so here I will focus on a second way in which
the prior example is significant: sometimes the development
of new and interesting theories depends on the examination
of hypotheses (or laws) which do not, taken alone, have any
empirical consequences. And we should be careful not to
dismiss such work summarily; for it may, after all, play a
vital role in future science.

Popper (1959, p. 83) suggests that we should never intro-
duce ad hoc hypotheses, e.g. auxiliaries designed merely to
defend theories from (empirical) falsification: ‘As regards
auxiliary hypotheses. . . only those are acceptable whose intro-
duction does not diminish the degree of falsifiability or test-
ability of the system in question’.” But even if this is correct, it
still leaves plenty of room for manoeuvre in any scenario in
which theory fails to be consistent with experience. What’s
more, some might even be suspicious of Popper’s recommen-
dation. Why should it be, after all, that the more testable of two
options will prove to be the better? Maybe some presently
untestable theories (when conjoined with the auxiliary
hypotheses that we currently have at our disposal) are none-
theless true. Maybe some theories that will never be testable by

¢ Popper (1959, p. 83) subsequently concedes that this cannot be correct
for some auxiliary hypotheses, in particular “singular statements. ..
[e.g.] the assumption that a certain observation or measurement which
cannot be repeated may have been due to error.” For further discussion,
with reference to historical episodes where ‘ad hoc’ hypotheses have
been advanced, see Rowbottom (2011b).
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Fig. 18.2 Stevinus’s thought experiment

sense experience are true. One ought not to presuppose empir-
icism —roughly, that all knowledge is based on experience —in
advancing a counterargument to this claim. For this, after all, is
one of the theses implicitly in question.

On a related note, the significance of thought experiments
in science — both historically and in the present day — is often
missed. Mach (1960[1893]) provides a number of examples
in mechanics, of which the following is one of the most
striking. It concerns a contemporary of Galileo’s, namely
Simon Stevinus, who derived the Principle of the Inclined
Plane by considering a string of balls (which we may, fol-
lowing Mach, think of as a uniform chain) draped over a
triangular prism.'°

Stevinus’s reasoning was simple but brilliant. First, it is
intuitively clear that the chain will remain stationary, rather
than move (Fig. 18.2). Second, it is clear that the lower
portion of the chain (between S and V) is symmetrical, and
therefore pulls the remainder of the chain (between S and T
and T and V) equally clockwise and anti-clockwise. Now we
need only imagine cutting the chain at S and V, and can see
that the remainder of the chain will remain stationary.
‘Hence: on inclined planes of equal heights equal weights
act in the inverse proportion of the lengths of the planes’
(Mach 1960[1893], p. 34). We have our principle of
mechanics, but got there in a way that involved no physical
experiments, and is perhaps not even empirical.'' So if we
can do this in mechanics, then why not in educational
research? It is hard to see how to answer.

In closing this section, it should be added that areas of
inquiry which are plausibly non-empirical, e.g. pure mathe-
matics, also issue in findings which appear to be crucial for
the progress of science. Sometimes, mathematical
techniques or notions are developed which appear to be
quite useless, although they subsequently become the stuff
of fundamental scientific theories. (Complex numbers are

'%Galileo’s fundamental breakthrough in mechanics was derived from
a thought-experiment too! See Gendler (1998).

"' For more on thought experiments, see Brown (1991), Norton (1996),
and Gendler (2000).
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used in the symbolic generalizations of quantum mechanics,
for example.) This is not to deny the possibility that empiri-
cism in the philosophy of mathematics will win out in time,
of course; it is simply hard to see if it will.'?

Theories and Observations

Another salient possibility is that a discipline is rendered
scientific by its reliance on observations (and derivative obser-
vation statements) because these are somehow more ‘secure’
than their theoretical counterparts. It is unclear, however, that
theories and observations are always — or even ever — quite so
distinct as some seem to suppose. Duhem (1954, p. 145)
provides the following example from physics:

Go into the laboratory; draw near this table crowded with so
much apparatus: an electric battery, copper wire wrapped in silk,
vessels filled with mercury, coils, a small iron bar carrying a
mirror. An observer plunges the metallic stem of a rod, mounted
with rubber, into small holes; the iron oscillates and, by means
of the mirror tied to it, sends a beam of light over to a celluloid
ruler, and the observer follows the movement of the light beam
on it... Ask him now what he is doing. Is he going to answer: “I
am studying the oscillations of the piece of iron carrying this
mirror?” No, he will tell you that he is measuring the electrical
resistance of a coil. If you are astonished and ask him what
meaning these words have, and what relation they have to the
phenomena he has perceived and which you have at the same
time perceived, he will reply that your question would require
some very long explanations, and he will recommend that you
take a course in electricity.

Duhem nevertheless appears to believe that there are basic
phenomena, which correspond to sense impressions. Russell
(1912, p. 19), for instance, explains the matter as follows:

When I look at my table and see a certain brown colour, what is
quite certain at once is not ‘/ am seeing a brown colour’, but
rather ‘a brown colour is being seen’... [I]t is our particular
thoughts and feelings that have primitive certainty... Here,
therefore, we have, for what it is worth, a solid basis from
which to begin our pursuit of knowledge.

However, Russell’s key move from ‘primitive certainty’
to ‘a solid basis for the pursuit of knowledge’ constitutes a
critical — yet all-too-common — philosophical error.'® This is

12 See, for example, Lakatos (1976) and Bueno (2000).

31t should be added that there is no primitive certainty in the example
that Russell gives, either. Keuth (2005, p.100) explains this nicely:

Let us now assume that when I say “This area now looks red,” I
mean only that it appears red fo me here and now. Have I thus
finally eliminated any transcendence inherent in my description?
By using the predicate “red,” I presuppose that my present
colour impression equals the impressions that I have had on
other occasions when I have used the same word. Hence I try
to use it according to a rule. However, I do not now have the
other impressions; rather, I only remember them. Accordingly, I
still assert more than I sense here and now.
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Fig. 18.3 The duck-rabbit

because p does not follow from ‘I cannot doubt that p’. So
even if it is true that I cannot doubt ‘a brown colour is being
seen’, this does not demonstrate that ‘a brown colour is being
seen’. Worse, I may doubt many things tomorrow that I do
not doubt today (so the proper scope of ‘cannot’ is unclear).
And this is not even to mention that ‘seen’ looks rather like a
theoretical notion (as reflection on the difference between
‘seen’ and ‘imagined’ appears to suggest).

We do not have the space to go into the subtleties of
Duhem’s and Russell’s views here (although we will
encounter Mach’s view, which is rather close to Duhem’s
in key respects, in the next section). Instead, we should
simply note that the previous considerations may lead us to
consider the possibility, advanced by Kuhn (1996, p. 85),
that: ‘Scientists do not see something as something else;
instead, they simply see it.” Kuhn discusses this matter by
drawing an analogy with Gestalt switches in perception,
such as those in Figs. 18.3, 18.4, and 18.5.

Kuhn'’s analogy is not ideal for his purposes. Consider the
Necker Cube, above, which we can interpret as representing
one of two cubes. We are inclined to think, nevertheless, that
what we’re really seeing is just a collection of lines on the
page. Only if we think to a level beyond that, however, will
we fully grasp Kuhn’s (1996, p. 144) suggestion:

The subject of a gestalt demonstration knows that his perception

has shifted because he can make it shift back and forth repeat-

edly while he holds the same book or piece of paper in his hands.

Aware that nothing in his environment has changed, he directs

his attention increasingly not to the figure (duck or rabbit) but to

the lines on the paper he is looking at. Ultimately he may even
learn to see those lines without seeing either of the figures, and

he may then say (what he could not legitimately have said

earlier) that it is these lines that he really sees but that he sees

them alternately as a duck and as a rabbit... With scientific
observation, however, the situation is exactly reversed. The

scientist can have no recourse above or beyond what he sees
with his eyes and instruments.

In fact, rather strikingly, Kuhn (1996, p. 111) even
appears to suggest, at one point, that two individuals with
different theoretical frameworks may actually inhabit differ-
ent worlds:
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Fig. 18.4 The two women

Fig. 18.5 The necker cube

[D]uring revolutions scientists see new and different things
when looking with familiar instruments in places they have
looked before... we may want to say that after a revolution
scientists are responding to a different world... What were
ducks. . . before the revolution are rabbits afterwards. ..

This may be a bit far-fetched, in so far as it is perfectly
respectable to think that there are some aspects of our (sen-
sory) experience that are non-conceptual. But to tackle this
matter in any serious depth is far beyond the scope of the
present chapter. So let us simply note what is reasonably clear:
no contemporary science, be it natural or social, could get off
the ground without theory-infected statements operating as
observation (i.e. ‘basic’) statements. It is only on the basis of
such theory-infected statements, indeed, that (some of) the
theories which allow us to make them can be challenged.'*

Confirmation and Scientific Method

We have already seen that a simple falsificationist view of
science cannot be quite right, at least in so far as it involves
the idea that we can conclusively falsify theories by adopting

14See Franklin et al. (1989) and Brown (1993).
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a particular method, because of Duhem’s thesis and the
fallibility of observations. (The fact that observations are
theory-laden, if it is a fact, complicates matters even more.
Note, however, that this is not to say that we should not
propose bold theories, but be willing to give them up and test
them to the best of our ability; this is the kind of methodo-
logical falsificationism which Popper is best understood as
advocating.'”) Yet one might nevertheless think that it is
possible to proceed in such a way as to arrive at well-
confirmed theories (and therefore that educational research
should take this route). In fact, however, this view is even
more problematic than that of the (simple) falsificationist.

In order to show this, let’s imagine that Duhem’s thesis is
false — that we can derive observation statements directly
from theories — and that we (know that we) have an infallible
source of true observation statements. (If desired, imagine
also that observations are not theory-laden.) Now conclusive
falsification would be possible. For example, ‘There is a
black bunny’ could be conclusively verified, and therefore
‘All bunnies are brown’ could be conclusively falsified. But
would we be able to confirm general theories such as ‘All
bunnies are brown’? Rowbottom (2010b).

Let’s imagine that we take some theory, T, from which it
is possible to derive an infinite number of observational
consequences and derive a finite number of those
consequences:

Tl l_ 017T1 l_ 027T1 }_ 037. ey Tl l_ OH

(For those unfamiliar with logical notation, ‘ |- > denotes
an entailment relation. So ‘Ty - O;” means theory one
entails observation statement one.)

Let’s then imagine that we check whether these observa-
tion statements are true, and discover that they all are:

Ola 02» 031"'7 (O
Have we now confirmed T;? And if n were very large, e.
g. one million, wouldn’t we be irrational to fail to believe in
T;? Not if we recognise that there are other theories, e.g. T5,
which predict all the same evidence:
T, FOy, ToF Oy, Ty FOs,..., T, FO,

T3 0;, T30y, T3 0s,..., T30,

In order to see this, let T; be ‘All bunnies are brown’, T,
be ‘All wild bunnies are brown’, and T3 be ‘All twenty-first-

15 See Boland (1994), Rowbottom and Aiston (2006), and Rowbottom
(2011a).

D.P. Rowbottom

century bunnies are brown’.'® Now let all the observations
(incidentally) concern wild twenty-first-century brown
bunnies. The problem ought to be clear. And note that we
can also think of theories like ‘99.999999999 % of bunnies
are brown’, and so forth.

In fact, inferring that a theory is true on the basis of a true
prediction appears to be similar to committing a simple
fallacy of reasoning: that of affirming the consequent. An
example of this is “If it rained here recently, there would be
puddles on the road. There are puddles on the road. There-
fore, it has rained here recently.” The simple point is that
puddles of water can appear by other means, such as a burst
water main or melting snow. Similarly, one cannot infer that
one is a good teacher simply because one’s students perform
better than the average (in the school, say). The better than
average performance is consistent with other theories (e.g.
the students are unusually bright and/or dedicated).

In the face of this recognition, one might suggest that
theories such as T, T, and T should be chosen between on
non-empirical grounds, on the basis of factors such as sim-
plicity and explanatory power. We tend to do this in daily
life. If I unexpectedly found a full bottle of milk on my
doorstep in the morning, for instance, I would likely prefer
the theory that a milkman delivered it by mistake than the
theory that a secret admirer left it as a gift!

However, it is at best unclear what such a strategy can
achieve. We can all agree that simplicity and explanatory
power are important pragmatic virtues for theories; that they
make them easier to grasp and to use. But why should we
take these virtues to be truth-conducive? Is the simplest and
neatest theory which is compatible with any given
observations always the true (or most truth-like) theory? Is
it even the true (or most truth-like) theory more often than
not? It complicates matters even more if we note that some-
times the theory which is explanatorily best may not be the
most simple, and vice versa. But it is hard to see how there is
any fact of the matter about how we should weight these
theoretical virtues (with an eye to truth).!”

The Aim of Science

The previous discussion has taken it for granted, perhaps
incorrectly, that the aim of science (and therefore educa-
tional research if it is a science) is to discover the truth, in
some sort of everyday correspondence (to reality) sense.

STt is important to realise that ‘All’ should be taken to range, as it does
in many genuine scientific theories, across all space-time. We do not,
for example, take quantum mechanics to hold only in our solar system
between 2000 B.C. and 2100 A.D.

17 This issue is also discussed in the final section of Rowbottom (2008).
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However, several philosophers of science have either under-
stood ‘truth’ rather differently, or suggested that the aim of
science is only to discover a particular class of true
propositions (e.g. those that pertain to observable things).
Before discussing this in any further depth, however, it is
important to be clear about ‘the aim of science’. What this
means, roughly, is the limit of what we can expect research
in science to achieve in principle. Take pinball as a case in
point. The aim of the game is to amass as high a score as
possible, although one might play simply because one enjoys
the experience, or to distract oneself from some troubling
thoughts. So the aim of a discipline does not depend on what
its practitioners think, believe, or aspire to (except in excep-
tional cases, for example, where these thoughts, beliefs, or
aspirations are themselves the objects of study).'® As van
Fraassen 1980, p. 8) puts it:
The aim of the game of chess is to checkmate your opponent; but
the motive for playing the game may be fame, gold, and glory.
What the aim is determines what counts as success in the

enterprise as such; and this aim may be pursued for any number
of reasons.

The views that philosophers and scientists have taken on
the aim of science have therefore been influenced by their
(implicit or explicit) epistemological stances. For Mach
(1960[1893], p. 579), for instance, so-called ‘physical
objects’ are really just bundles of sensations:

Properly speaking the world is not composed of “things” as its

elements, but of colors, tones, pressures, spaces, times, in short

what we ordinarily call individual sensations.
(Mach 1960[1893], p. 579)

There is literally nothing beyond the appearances to
investigate, hence the aim of science must be: ‘to replace,
or save, experiences, by the reproduction and anticipation of
facts in thought’ (Mach 1960[1893], p. 577). In short, a
scientific theory serves as an instrument for prediction (or
retrodiction), in so far as it enables one to isolate general
patterns of interaction between impressions. Talk of
‘electrons’ and ‘cells’ is therefore figurative, even if it
turns out to be indispensable. Such an instrumentalist in
the realm of educational research might think that talk of
‘concepts’ is equally as figurative, despite being useful in
course design and pedagogical theory.'”

A more recent alternative to this instrumentalist view is
that we should take discourse about unobservable things

81t should be noted that to say there is a single aim is not to rule out
‘subsidiary aims which may or may not be means to that end’ (van
Fraassen 1980, p. 8). For further discussion of the notion of ‘the aim of
science’ see Rowbottom (2010a).

' Instrumentalism is presently an unpopular position among
philosophers of science, but see Rowbottom (201 1b) for an articulation
and defence of a novel version.
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literally, but can legitimately suspend judgement about what
unobservable things there really are. Any story which saves
the phenomena (i.e. accounts for the way that observable
things behave), whether true or false, is equally as good
from this constructive empiricist perspective (which is
defended by van Fraassen 1980). In short, a theory doesn’t
have to be true when it comes to what it says about the
unobservable, in order for it be successful. The aim of science
is empirical adequacy; to arrive at theories which correctly
describe how observable things behave and interact.

In the context of educational research in particular, one
might think that the aim of the enterprise is simply to save
the educational phenomena (or find empirically adequate
educational theories); and that this is possible either (A)
without invoking psychological factors (such as individual
mental states) at all, or (B) without taking talk of psycholog-
ical factors literally, or (C) without caring whether one’s
theories based on such psychological factors are true (even if
they should be understood literally). As an instrumentalist,
one might, for example, take (improvement in) examination
performance to be the key measure of educational success;
and one might be concerned purely with how various factors
influence this. One could take contemporary psychology
with a pinch of salt, to the extent that one used it at all.
One could accept it for heuristic and/or explanatory purposes
while taking the entities it discusses (e.g. mental states and
minds) to be little more than theoretical constructs, or simply
accept theories positing such entities without caring whether
they turn out to be true (rather than predictively accurate
when it comes to understanding how teaching practice
relates to student examination performance).

Note that talking only in terms of examination perfor-
mance is not nearly as ridiculous as it may initially appear,
especially when the question of which examinations we
should be interested in is left open.”” One might suggest
that an individual should acquire particular dispositions
from being well-educated (in some particular area). And
one can look for those dispositions, by putting the individual
in suitable scenarios, without worrying about minds, psy-
chological states, concepts, beliefs, sense impressions, and
so on. Notice furthermore that those who do talk in terms of
things such as concepts also require ways to identify these.
And what alternatives, other than examinations (in one form
or another) do they really have??' At stake is the autonomy
of (some aspects of) educational research. Is it reducible to
psychology, in principle if not in practice?

20 And to leave this question open need not be to concede that it must be
answered by appeal to psychology (say).

2! For related criticisms of contemporary work on so-called ‘threshold
concepts’, see Rowbottom (2007).
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On a related methodological note, one might suggest that
there is a basic distinction, which has considerable method-
ological significance, between phenomenological and fun-
damental laws. Compare “All iron bars expand when
heated” with Newton’s aforementioned 1st Law of Motion
(“A body remains at constant velocity (or rest) unless a
resultant force is acting on it”’). The former is phenomeno-
logical; it is linked with everyday experience. The latter
clearly has greater scope than the former, in so far as it
pertains to all bodies (and therefore atoms in an iron bar),
and so we might expect to be able to explain “All iron bars
expand when heated” by appeal to this and other such
fundamental laws (such as those involving the interactions
of the atoms within iron bars, and so forth).22 In fact in
physics, in the words of Cartwright (1983, p. 100):

A long tradition distinguishes fundamental from phenomenolog-

ical laws, and favors the fundamental. Fundamental laws are

true in themselves; phenomenological laws hold only on account

of more fundamental ones. This view embodies an extreme

realism about the fundamental laws of basic explanatory

theories. Not only are they true (or would be if we had the

right ones), but they are, in a sense, more true than the phenom-
enological laws that they explain.

Roughly, Cartwright’s view is that this is backwards; that
the phenomenological laws are the real ones. The lesson to
take away is that two quite different modelling approaches
are possible: (a) a ‘bottom-up’ strategy which starts from
(alleged) fundamental laws and tries to derive phenomeno-
logical ones, and (b) a ‘top-down’ strategy which focuses on
phenomenological laws, and tries to save them by whatever
means possible. “Which approach is best?”” may not have a
contextually invariant answer.

Qualitative Versus Quantitative Approaches

Returning to the topic of mathematics, we might now take a
brief look at an area of controversy in contemporary social
science; the relative merits of so-called ‘qualitative’ and
so-called ‘quantitative’ research methods, which are
discussed in an array of textbooks on educational research.?

There is somewhat of a false opposition, here. Generally,
one cannot fruitfully apply mathematics without making
qualitative distinctions. Even in performing a simple task
like counting the blades of grass on my lawn, I will require
some sort of means — albeit perhaps an implicit one — of
determining what counts as a blade of grass (e.g. biological
convention), what counts as in being my garden (e.g. whether
grass growing through the cracks in the patio is eligible), and

2 See also Carnap (1994), chapters 23 and 24.

2 Examples are Burrell and Morgan (1979) and Cohen et al. (2003).
For a critical study of the latter, see Rowbottom and Aiston (2006).
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so forth. Similarly, in gathering statistics, one has to make
decisions about what sort of data is, and is not, relevant to
the problem that one wishes to solve (or question that one
wishes to answer). In trying to determine whether smoking
causes cancer by statistical means, we will surely want to
consider how many of our sample also drink heavily, have
worked with (or had considerable exposure to) asbestos, and
so forth. But we do not, without some sort of theoretical
reason to expect an appropriate causal link, concern our-
selves with political preference or marital status. Nonethe-
less, it is far from logically impossible that marriage is a
cause of cancer!

It is entirely implausible, moreover, that adopting a math-
ematical approach will help one to understand the concerns
of a specific individual, e.g. in an interview situation. And in
fact, designing questions purely so that they are amenable to
statistical analysis may serve to obscure (or even prevent
receipt of) significant information which might emerge if a
less regimented approach were adopted. (Indeed, isn’t this
the reason that many feedback forms which ask for one to
five ratings on a variety of criteria, e.g. at hotels, conclude
with a box for “Any other comments”?)

On the other hand, it is easy to express qualitative
differences in mathematical terms; e.g. one could let some
variable z represent ‘male’ if it takes a value of zero and
‘female’ if it takes a value of unity, and then consider
average z values in different populations for biological
purposes.”* It is also easy to present mathematical data in
visual formats that make it easy to understand. And there are
some scenarios where patterns would be very difficult to
spot, and/or enough indicative data would not be possible
to gather, without using mathematics (or gathering data
amenable to mathematical analysis).

The correct view therefore appears to be that mathematics
is incredibly useful in some contexts despite being unneces-
sary (and even unhelpful) in others. One simply has to look
at the specific problem one is trying to solve. (And arguably
it is always the problem that should come first. One limits
oneself, that is to say, by deciding to adopt some particular
approach and then looking around to see what one can
legitimately do with it.) In this regard, this is an area where
there has been much ado about nothing; which approach is
better is a function of context. As Popper (1983, p. 7) put it:

The doctrine that there is as much science in a subject as there is

mathematics in it, or as much as there is measurement or ‘preci-

sion’ in it, rests upon a complete misunderstanding. On the

contrary, the following maxim holds for all sciences: Never
aim at more precision than is required by the problem at hand.

24 For more on this, see Okasha’s (2006, section 1.2) discussion of
Price’s equation.
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Conclusion

Work in the so-called ‘Queen of the Sciences’, namely
physics, is nowhere near as clean and tidy as is sometimes
claimed. Some might think that social scientific research is
even more messy, and [ have not argued to the contrary, but I
should voice my own view that it is not. Systems in natural
science such as can be just as complex as their social
counterparts, and idealisations (like frictionless planes and
rational actors) are unavoidable in order to generate predic-
tive models. Moreover, there are many physical situations in
which attempting to observe some system will disrupt it
(such that the system post-disruption is all that will be
seen). But you will have to take my word for that. My plea
is for us to look at natural science as it really is, warts and all,
before judging how social science measures up.
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Abstract

The demand for educational research to be ‘scientific’ is as misguided as the requirement
for social scientists to resemble physical scientists in their methods and has the same roots.
Social scientists are so called mainly because, following the Era of Scientific Revolutions
around the beginning of the seventeenth century and the Enlightenment, the idea took root
that ‘science’ was the most powerful and respectable kind of knowledge. The same
historical movements have led to ‘science’ and its derivatives having high standing as
terms of rhetoric. Texts describing educational research in scientific terms are often no
more than rhetorical, and here I analyse an exemplary document from the European
Science Foundation in order to reveal its rhetorical status and the distortions this effects
in our understanding of education and educational research.

Keywords

Rhetoric « Social science « Empiricism « Competencies « Geisteswissenschaften

Perhaps one of the less fortunate accidents in the history of
thought is the one by which the social sciences came to be so
named. The story is well-known. What we now call the Era
of Scientific Revolutions in the late sixteenth and early
seventeenth centuries, associated with such names as
Galileo, Harvey, Boyle and Vesalius, produced a vast num-
ber of inventions and discoveries that improved the human
condition (or at any rate, the condition of Europeans). New
instruments such as microscopes and telescopes facilitated
the investigation of the living world and made for more
efficient and safer travel. Improved treatments for a range
of diseases were developed. New elements were detected
and uses for them found. It seemed to some that it might
even be possible to formulate a general method for discov-
ering new knowledge (see Smith 2006) such that any com-
petent person could be ‘guided at every step, and the
business be done as if by machinery’. So wrote Francis
Bacon in the Novum Organum, which translates roughly as
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the New Handbook of Method, first published in 1620.
Descartes had the same aspiration: his Discourse (1637) is,
in its full title, Discourse on the Method of Rightly
Conducting One’s Reason and of Seeking Truth in the
Sciences (... et chercher la vérité dans les sciences, in its
original French title). The success of the way of working
responsible for the discoveries and inventions of the time —
involving laboratories, test-tubes and so on — was impressive,
and as it slowly lost its old name of ‘natural philosophy’ and
acquired that of ‘science’ over the course of the nineteenth
century, the idea took root that science was the best and
most respectable kind of knowledge.

The prestige of science is such that the word has been
tacked on to almost every discipline at one time or another:
books have appeared claiming to speak of Political Science,
the Science of History, and even the Science of Literary
Criticism. Cambridge University taught a Tripos in ‘Moral
Sciences’ for over a century, replacing it with a Philosophy
Tripos only in 1970. There is some justification for this
promiscuous use of the word in that the Latin word scientia
from which it is derived was most commonly used in Renais-
sance Europe to mean ‘systematic knowledge of the true
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causes of particular things’ (Smith 1997, p. 16): clearly we
might hope for such knowledge in history and politics,
though hardly in literary criticism or moral philosophy.
A lot of the time the word ‘science’ is used simply to suggest
that politics, history and so on are just as important and no
less to be taken seriously than physics or chemistry, or that
ways of organising society are self-evidently good because
they are ‘scientific’. In the same way advertisements regu-
larly declare this or that product to be ‘scientifically proven’
to kill 99 % of all known germs, or display white-coated
‘scientists’ testing — successfully, of course — the efficacy
of the shampoo, chewing gum, or toilet cleaner being
promoted.

In short, the word ‘science’ and its derivatives have
rhetorical force, and for a great deal of the time they are
used rhetorically, that is to persuade by the suggestive power
of words rather than by rational argument. Academic writing
is not immune to rhetoric, and the claims of educational
research to scientific status are frequently infected by it.
These claims can be questioned from the standpoint of the
philosophy of science, as Rowbottom does so devastatingly.
But, I shall show, analysis of the rhetoric of ‘science’ in this
field can also be very revealing. In what follows I analyse a
particular example: a recent (2009) Position Paper, Vital
Questions: The Contribution of European Social Science,
prepared by the Standing Committee for the Social Sciences
under the aegis of the European Science Foundation, and one
section of it especially. Let me be clear from the start that I
am making no accusation of deliberate or underhand soph-
istry. It is rather that the rhetoric of ‘science’ is so pervasive
in our time that it can seduce the writer as well as his or her
readers.

Vital Questions describes, and functions as an advocate
for, ‘the current state and future prospects of the social
sciences in Europe’ (p. 3). In the Introduction (ibid.) we
read:

As this volume shows, social scientists are contending with the
analysis and understanding of many complex problems. They
are often using vast data-bases and statistical techniques which
rival, in their volume and in the demands that they make for
computing resources, the needs of other scientists. (p. 3)

The next two sentences acknowledge that social scientists
also ‘struggle’ with philosophical and ethical issues (or
perhaps this is less acknowledgement than confession: no
databases and statistics here, clearly) and that they engage
with social and political theory, but then we read:

Europe’s social scientists look forward to working even more

closely with scientists in other fields, to exploit recent advances

in understanding of the human genome, the workings of the

brain and the complex systems which characterise so many
biological systems. (sic) (ibid.)

‘Scientists in other fields’ is ambiguous. It can be read
(with a pause after ‘scientists’) to indicate a difference
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between social scientists and physical scientists, or with an
emphasis on other to emphasise that the only difference is in
the ‘field’. The sentence seems to direct us to the second
reading.

In a later section titled ‘Challenges facing the educational
system’, Manfred Prenzel asks what social scientists can
contribute to the development of education and to educa-
tional research. We should pause to note that the idea of
‘system’ in his title is significant here. Its scientific flavour
was established by the Introduction of Vital Questions,
where (in the quotation immediately above) social scientists
were depicted as looking forward to working not just on
systems, but on the systems which characterise systems.
Of course the phrase ‘educational system’ is in any case
heavily metaphorical, the more literal use of the word
being in the context of sewage systems or the braking system
of a car, the province of mechanics or technicians if not
scientists. At any rate, social scientists are already producing
‘evaluation models which allow reliable measurements of
advanced competencies’, ‘reliable and valid indicators for
lesson and school quality’, ‘sophisticated procedures which
make economical sample designs and analyses of back-
ground conditions possible at different aggregation levels’
(p. 30). Social science, in other words, has been busy copy-
ing the physical sciences: modelling, measuring and
establishing procedures, that is methods, and of course,
systems. The future lies in more of the same, but with an
even stronger lean towards the empiricism that Rowbottom
(Chap. 18, this volume) notes is usually entailed by any
pretension to ‘science’. It is a lamentable fact, Prenzel
thinks, that educational research is much less well funded
than medical research, and often provides little more than
‘descriptive knowledge’ (p. 33). Our chief need accordingly
is for

Studies providing knowledge of effective measures to achieve
specific aims under given conditions in an educational system.
In order to obtain this type of technological knowledge, system-
atic experiments in the laboratory and in the field are
necessary. .. (p. 33)

It is fascinating to note, first, the rather airy assumption that
‘an educational system’ lends itself to ‘given conditions’: the
immense degree of variability from one school lesson to
another, for instance, suggests rather that a degree of caution
is in order here. Secondly, ‘knowledge’ turns in the space
of two sentences into ‘technological knowledge’ and then to
knowledge that requires ‘systematic experiments’ (those
systems again, now coupled with experiments — ‘systematic
ones’, naturally — that can of course only be empirical) ‘in the
laboratory’. We start with the need for knowledge, and end up
in the laboratory. We might also conduct these experiments
‘in the field’: this seems to cast educational researchers as
empirical anthropologists or sociologists doing their ‘field
work’. But these seldom conduct ‘systematic experiments’
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on their subjects, both for ethical reasons and because ‘given
conditions’ (above) are virtually impossible to replicate.
The term ‘field’ again seems only to work rhetorically,
reassuring the reader that these researchers are willing to get
their empirical hands dirty in the ‘real world’.

Something similar seems to lurk behind the use of the
word ‘competencies’ here, as so often these days, to label
every kind of skill, ability, capacity and quality. Reading and
writing are ‘key competencies’ (p. 30), and so are mathe-
matical and scientific literacy (ibid.: some irony here, per-
haps: would we not expect scientific literacy to exclude
rhetoric?). Then there are °‘basic competencies’ which
appear to include ‘the basic ways of thinking and working
in a discipline’ (p. 32). Presumably if the disciplines are
mathematics or science then they are key basic com-
petencies. There are also competencies on the basis of
which ‘countries, regions or even individual schools have
different degrees of success in detecting and promoting
talents’. No doubt these are advanced competencies. But
the potential to become a doctor or an atomic physicist
hardly expresses itself as any kind of competence: rather as
insight, accuracy, mastery of detail, ease with abstract ideas.
Many problems flow from treating all these as competencies,
not least the assumption that they can be tested relatively
easily, measure and compared. Talk of ‘competencies’, as of
‘skills’, makes itself at home here not because it is true to the
nature of human beings and their varied qualities but
because it has a reassuringly down-to-earth, practical
sound to it.

I want to make clear that nothing in what I have written
above means [ am against science. As a well-known example
has it, the prospect of life in a world without modern den-
tistry does not appeal. My lap-top is a thing of beauty and
wonder to me as well as enabling me to write this paragraph
on the almost equally impressive Swedish train on which I
am travelling. Particle physics (as far as I can understand it)
and the mapping of the genome are extraordinary and
fascinating as well as promising benefits to humankind.
Like Rowbottom, however, I am sceptical about whether
there is any one ‘scientific method’ behind such discoveries
and developments such that it can and ought to be rolled out
into the social sciences, and sceptical too about assumptions
that ever more refined forms of empiricism are the royal road
to progress in the growth of knowledge and understanding.
It is scientism, not science, that is the problem: the idea
that science is automatically superior to all other kinds of
knowledge, which only command respect insofar as they
attain to the methods of the physical sciences.

This is all the odder since in the German tradition, from
which Prenzel writes, it has been common, following
Wilhelm Dilthey, to refer to what in English are called the
social sciences as the Geisteswissenschaften. This term
means, roughly, ‘ways of understanding the human spirit’
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(Geist); Dilthey used it precisely to register the differences
between the approaches to knowledge characteristic of
investigations of human behaviour and institutions and
approaches characteristic of the natural sciences
(Naturwissenschaften).

It would be natural to wonder if there are simply
problems of translation here. In the German tradition
wissenschaften, which is commonly rendered in English as
‘sciences’, tends to be used to label every kind of systematic
approach to the generation of knowledge, i.e. research, and
its transmission, i.e. teaching. This usage is true to the
Renaissance idea of scientia (see above) and in that sense
it arguably does not have to carry with it the associations
of the natural or physical sciences. Yet, as we have seen,
Prenzel’s rhetoric, with its appeal to databases, statistics,
genomes and the workings of the brain, and its constant
figuring of ‘systems’, all the time prescinds from what one
might call the innocent, Germanic sense of wissenschaft/
science in favour of the Anglophone sense in which physics
and chemistry and laboratories and experiments form the
paradigm.

The neglect of the distinctive conception of the
Geisteswissenschaften is unfortunate because out of it there
emerged an emphasis on understanding the meaning
(verstehen) of human behaviour as opposed to seeking an
explanation (erkldarung) of it. This distinction is extremely
important in what we call the social sciences, and we often
find ourselves in intellectual trouble if we forget it. It may be
helpful to take an extended example that involves education
in its broader dimension. The northeast of England has one
of the highest young teenage pregnancy rates in the EU. Of
course in one sense we know perfectly well why young
women, some as young as 12 or 13, become pregnant. The
cause, seen from an erkldrung, bio-medical perspective, is
not a mystery. But to know this is not the same as to
understand why these girls often conceive deliberately or
at least non-accidentally, and why they often choose to let
the pregnancy run its course and bring up their babies them-
selves. We — we researchers — do not easily understand the
meaning of their behaviour. Are they for example irrespon-
sible and careless, or under the impression that pregnancy
will put them at the top of the council house waiting list? Or
are they in contrast doing the most responsible thing that
they will ever do, bring up a child, in a life that is not likely
to give them many opportunities to find meaning and
status? The dominance of the bio-medical perspective is
reflected in the widespread assumption that such young
mothers simply don’t understand about conception and con-
traception, an assumption that careful interviewing in fact
quickly disproves. Nevertheless local authorities, Primary
Care Trusts (administrative divisions of the UK’s National
Health Service) and schools mount ever more impressive
programmes to inform schoolchildren about the physical
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‘facts of life’. However the young teenage pregnancy rate
barely changes, suggesting that the focus on biological
explanation is indeed misplaced.

To understand the meaning of these girls’ patterns of
behaviour involves carefully and respectfully exploring the
issue with them, bearing in mind that they themselves will
not necessarily have a great deal of insight into the matter; it
involves acquiring some understanding of the culture of their
towns and villages and the way they have themselves been
brought up. It turns out, for instance, that they were them-
selves often born to very young mothers. This is a long way
from scientific knowledge. The conclusions researchers
arrive at are likely to be tentative and provisional rather
than definitive, and it is important that the girls have the
chance to shape them with their own reflections in turn.
The very process here may well have an important influence
on their understanding of themselves and their world and on
their future patterns of behaviour. All of this is very different
from the scientific examination of physical matter and
from scientific explanation.

In the face of the ever-increasing expectation that social
scientists should copy the methods of physical scientists it is
necessary continually to recall and insist on the importance of
this verstehen element of social science. It may not command
the sort of research funds that the construction of vast
databases does, nor the prestige that attaches to brain-imaging
or the mapping of the human genome. It is however essential
and unavoidable if we hope to understand the meaning of
complex phenomena such as growing up and education.

While writing this article I was reminded of a hymn
which we sang in my school assemblies in the early 1960s.
It began:

These things shall be! A loftier race/Than e’er the world hath

known shall rise/With flame of freedom in their souls/And light
of science in their eyes.

The insistence on ‘science’ is all the more striking
because the poem, A Vista, from which the hymn is taken,
by John Addington Symonds (1840-93), talks not of ‘sci-
ence’ but of ‘knowledge’. It is a remarkable elision, and it is
the same one that we have noticed occurring throughout the
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text I have analysed. The second verse, common to the poem
and the hymn, is also instructive:
They shall be gentle, brave, and strong/To spill no drop of blood,

but dare/All that may plant man’s lordship firm/On earth and
fire, and sea, and air.

The scientific ideal here is clear: a new breed of men,
clear-eyed in their enlightenment, and committed to domi-
nation of the elements. The Enlightenment legacy, with its
commitment to rationality and what we now call science, is
one we would not wish to live without. But the rhetorical
use of science as a metaphor distorts our understanding
of human beings and their world, including the world of
education.
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Abstract

‘Educational research as science?’ is a question that has been the subject of much heated
debate. This short article aims to consider some of the key ideas we might invoke when
attempting to conceive of educational research as science and in turn demonstrate that by
considering the philosophy of science, and in particular Rowbottom’s piece, we can
broaden our understanding of what counts as ‘scientific’ research.
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Rowbottom’s question — ‘Educational research as science?’ —
has been the subject of much (often heated) debate since the
quality and relevance of educational research came under
heavy criticism in the UK and USA in late 1990s and early
twenty-first century. Within the UK, a number of high profile
documents condemned educational research (for example,
Hargreaves 1996; Tooley and Darby 1998; Hillgage et al.
1998), while the then Secretary of State for Education and
Employment, David Blunkett, accused the educational com-
munity of ‘ivory-towerism’. Within the USA, the stakes were
even higher with a federal take-over of public education and
the exaltation of randomized controlled trials (RCTs) as the
method par excellence.

While the terms and substance of the debate have evolved,
the debate itself is not yet dead. In 2009 the journal of the
American Educational Research Association, Educational
Researcher published a special issue entitled ‘Epistemology,
Methodology, and Education Sciences.” At the heart of this
contribution to the debate was the extent to which quality
within educational research should be equated with ‘science’
and what indeed counts as ‘scientific’. Such issues have
plagued not only the discipline of education, but also the
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social sciences in general for many years, and have resulted
in what have come to be termed the ‘paradigm wars’ or
‘methodology wars’. Quantitative (read as positivist) research
has been aligned with a scientific approach based on a natural
scientific model (for those members of the community who
are less than impressed with this alignment, the term ‘physics
envy’ is employed), while qualitative research has usually
been aligned with a more interpretative framework. These
different approaches are in an epistemological sense at polar
opposites and considered to be incompatible. Moreover, as
opposing positions, they are often caricatured, although one
must not underestimate the effect of these caricatures on new
researchers, and particularly on postgraduates’ conception of
educational research.! It is obvious, however, that in any such
discussion of the notion of educational research as ‘science’,
we need to have a clear understanding of what science is and
how it proceeds in the first instance. To what extent is there a
misconception of science in operation (see Rowbottom and
Aiston 2006)? And are there other and more fruitful ways to
characterize science, which move us beyond a misconception
or a narrow reading of the nature of science (Phillips 2013;
Smeyers 2013; Scriven 2013)?

! For example, Bredo (2009) notes that many students adopt a bipolar
view of research methods.
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As alluded to above, certainly within the USA, RCTs
have been described as the ‘gold standard’ in terms of
providing scientific quality. In spite of the National Research
Council’s (NCR) report (Scientific Research in Education
2002), which attempted to challenge in part the federal
government’s position, RCTs were heralded as the pre-
eminent method. Although Howe suggests that the NCR
report does espouse a ‘new scientific orthodoxy’ that
codifies a ‘positivist’ approach to educational research
(Howe 2009). Proponents of the view that experiments in
education are the best way to proceed do concede that non-
experimental activities, such as correlational and descriptive
studies, have a role to play within educational research,
but only as ‘components’ of experiments (Slavin 2002). In
essence what we have is a methodological hierarchy; in this
context all other approaches are regarded as subservient to
experimental design, particularly the ‘gold standard’ of the
RCT. Indeed, the situation in the USA is such that a hierar-
chy can be argued to extend to quantitative and qualitative
research in general, with quantitative research ultimately
being regarded as superior in its generation of ‘hard’ data,
as opposed to the ‘soft’ data resulting from a qualitative
approach. When this is the terrain for the justification of
research, feminist researchers and critical theorists, amongst
others, have to fight hard to establish the legitimacy of their
approaches to inquiry, both on methodological and episte-
mological grounds. As Lather notes the landscape is
dominated (quoting Gherardi and Turner) by a ‘militantly
empiricist and quantitative movement’ where a “desire for
hardness with its claims to produce findings that are verifi-
able, definitive and cumulative, is set against a softness
where interpretation is central and findings are subject to
debate and reinterpretation” (Lather 2004, p. 765).

In this sense, as Rowbottom points out, it is fair to say that
there is a both a taxonomical and normative sense in which
we can understand science. While within the aforementioned
discussion, there is clearly a normative sense with respect to
the way in which we should conceptualise educational
research as science.

But what does the philosophy of science and more spe-
cifically Rowbottom’s chapter have to offer? First of all, it is
cautionary. In response to ‘physics envy’, Rowbottom
provides examples from this (allegedly) hard science par
excellence and seeks ‘to trim unrealistic expectations for
educational research’. Most striking is the example of the
lack of RCTs in episodes such as the discovery of Neptune
(which we would certainly celebrate as scientific successes).
If educational research is to emulate physics, where experi-
mental designs do have a significant place, we would do well
to remember that RCTs have a minimal role to play.

Second, it sensitizes us to the role of context. Within
his discussion of quantitative and qualitative approaches, Row-
bottom argues that ‘one cannot fruitfully apply mathematics
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without making qualitative distinctions’ and that ‘one simply
has to look at the specific problem one is trying to solve. . .which
approach is better is a function of context’ (p. X). In this sense
there is no approach par excellence, merely a requirement to
ensure that methods should be judged in terms of their appro-
priateness for addressing a specific question. Indeed, this was
advocated in the NCR report as an important ‘scientific’ princi-
ple, although again, Howe points out that qualitative methods
are assigned a subsidiary role within the report. Feuer avers that
‘no method is good, bad, scientific or unscientific in itself:
Rather it is the appropriate application of method to a particular
problem that enables judgements about scientific quality’
(Feuer et al. 2002, p. 8). World-renowned scientists do not
confuse science with method (Berliner 2002, p. 18).

Third, it alerts us to the constraints on the quest of practis-
ing ‘good’ science and the risks along the way to securing this
end. For example, despite governments’ best intentions to
fund ‘scientific’ research, their intervention, or rather interfer-
ence in setting research questions and prescribing research
methods can lead to exactly the opposite, namely bad ‘sci-
ence’ (see Rowbottom and Aiston 2010). Take the following
example from a UK invitation to tender. The research
questions to be investigated are as follows: ‘whether or not
students tended (and still tend to be) awarded lower grades
than appropriate in their [vocational examinations], indicating
a problem with the grading of [the] examinations’ and ‘to
the extent that attainment in [vocational] examinations has
tended to be lower than for traditional [non-vocational]
examinations — whatever that extent might be — can plausible
explanations be found?’> The sponsor notes that possible
explanations might relate to assessment, resource, teacher
and student factors. They then go on to specify the detailed
statistical analysis of various data sets already in existence.
Such an approach might well help to answer the first research
question, but will not go any way to answering the second, i.e.
provide an understanding of why there seems to be a discrep-
ancy in terms of the factors they themselves highlight as
offering possible explanations.

Relatedly, non-empirical research might also be sidelined
in pursuing the quest for educational research understood as
science only. For example, the NCR report advocates that
scientific research in education should pose significant
questions that can be investigated empirically. However,
Rowbottom’s example of Stevinus’ thought experiment
illustrates how within science one does not have to proceed
empirically to make a discovery. On the basis of reason and
prior experience, Stevinus derived the Principle of the
Inclined Plane by considering a string of balls draped over

2 Performance in GCSE (General Certificate of Secondary Education)
Examinations in Vocational Subjects (GCSEvs), Invitation to Tender,
Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, 2005.
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a triangular prism. As Rowbottom notes, “we have our
principle of mechanics, but got there in a way that is not
obviously empirical. So if we can do this in mechanics, then
why not in educational research?” (p. X).

Furthermore, if we conceptualise ‘method’ in the broadest
sense (not just isolated to an actual technique) we could argue,
referring back to Rowbottom’s example of the discovery of
Neptune and the failure to discover Vulcan, that plausibly
there was no real method, no process per se that could lead us
‘unerringly’ to, or towards, the truth. In essence, the process
was one of guesswork, or trial and error. An anomaly in the
data raised a problem which there was no single correct way
to tackle; logic did not tell us what to do. Despite equivalent
circumstances, on the one hand the appropriate route was to
abandon the theory (in this instance Newtonian Mechanics),
and on the other to retain the theory (in this instance, using
Newtonian Mechanics to predict the orbit of Uranus). In a
sense, what this example highlights is the messiness of scien-
tific research, which contradicts the notion of science as a
clinical, clean, neat process:

Linear models of progress are put aside in favour more jagged

ones. Mistakes are made as science moves forward. The process

in not infallible. Critically, the history of science teaches us that

there is no algorithm for scientific progress, but rather that

science advances through a complex combination of profes-

sional criticism and self-correction.
(Feuer et al. 2002, p. 6%)

Law (2004) considers the ethnography of knowledge
practices (including the practice of science), pointing out
that ethnography:

.. .lets us see the relative messiness of practice. It looks behind

the official accounts of method (which are often clean and

reassuring) to try to understand the often ragged ways in which
knowledge is produced in research. Importantly, it doesn’t nec-

essarily distinguish very clearly between science, medicine,
social science, or any other versions of inquiry. (p. 18)

Fourth, Rowbottom’s chapter illustrates how the notion
of ‘objectivity’ within educational research can be proble-
matised, and not just by those researchers who are troubled
by the equation of quality with ‘science’ (St Pierre 2002).
Hodkinson suggests that within social and educational
research it is now widely accepted that there is no possibility
of theory-free knowledge or theory-free observation
(Hodkinson 2004). Many feminist researchers, for example,
have rejected grounded theory* on the basis that no feminist
study can be politically neutral, completely inductive or solely
based on grounded theory, since all research is theoretically
grounded (Morley 1996). But equally this is the case within

3 Feuer et al. 2002 referring to the work of Stranges, Lakatos and
Musgrave and Popper.

“ The idea that theoretical ideas emerge out of one’s data.
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science. Francis Bacon’s seventeenth-century notion that sci-
entific thinking exemplified ‘minds washed clean from
opinions’ is a rather idealistic conception of science. In his
discussion of theories and observations, Rowbottom (drawing
on the work of Duhem and Kuhn) argues that all observation
is theory-laden.” It is not possible to take ‘pure’ facts which
are independent of a theory that can be analysed ‘objectively:
[A]ll observation involves interpretation in the light of our
theoretical knowledge. . .pure observational knowledge, unadul-
terated by theory, would, if at all possible, be utterly barren and

futile.
(Popper 1963, p. 30, quoted in Rowbottom and Aiston 2010)

Furthermore, theory choice is value-laden. There may
be multiple theories that potentially could explain the same
phenomena: on what grounds should we choose one above
another? Should one choose the simplest theory, or that with
greatest explanatory power? In the end, this choice is relative
to the individual, even if a community agrees on which
values are important.

Rowbottom in his conclusion briefly refers to the issue of
complexity, encouraging us to believe that natural science
can be as complex as social science. Space permitting,
further examples of scientific episodes that demonstrated
this point would have helped to alleviate the concerns that
the complexity of educational research cannot be, as Lather
comments, ‘fantasised away’.

The debate to date has focused on the extent to which
educational research is, and should be, ‘scientific’. By broad-
ening our conception and understanding of what science is
we can move towards, as Johnson (2009) would hope to
achieve, a more inclusive “Scientific Research in Educa-
tion”. However, it is important to be mindful when consid-
ering the question of what is ‘science’ that the “consensus in
academic philosophy of science today seems to indicate that
there is no essential definition of science and no unproblem-
atic criteria of demarcation” (Johnson 2009, p. 453). Given
this, the demarcation that is currently being made within
educational research with regard to ‘science’ versus ‘non-
science’ is not only arguably unfounded, but is also divisive.
In essence, the fundamental question we must ask ourselves
is what counts as good inquiry.

Note on Contributor

Sarah Aiston is an assistant professor in the Faculty of
Education, University of Hong Kong. She developed an
interest in research methodology during her previous

3 See Joanna Swann (2003) for a Popperian discussion of this issue.
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employment by the National Foundation for Educational
Research (UK), and has taught research methods courses
for several years. She has published in the British Educa-
tional Research Journal and the Journal of Philosophy of
Education.
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Introduction

Michael Scriven

Abstract

A familiar quest in the realms of educational research is to seek and produce knowledge that
is ‘beyond reasonable doubt’. Framed as a journey and marked by challenges of ‘burden of
proof’, it has become closely associated with a logic that argues the validity and superiority
of aresearch design by applying a randomized controlled trial. But what is actually required
if research about education is to be generalized beyond the task and context to hand? Is
establishing the theoretical basis and limits of inference non-negotiable? Indeed, do the
standards of evidence in educational research always require claims that are testable and
verifiable by others, or when might some other consideration, criterion, or quest be more
apt? Such issues are widely debated in the literatures on educational research and evaluation,
attracting particular scrutiny when a ‘gold standard’ is proposed for what to prefer — and
fund — as studies of education. The chapter illustrates why critical observation and logical
reasoning matter in interpreting the quality and usability of particular methodologies and
findings as much as in designing a research strategy, especially when due consideration of
theoretical, methodological and practical constraints is absent or muddled in accounts of
research design and meta-analysis. The chapter then, raises the value of pausing: at recogni-
tion of configuration rather than defaulting to the pursuit of causation amongst factors, and at
the challenges presented by elevating certainty to the status of sine qua non for legitimate,
research-based knowledge in education. In short, monolithic research strategies are found
wanting; while the promise and prospect of moving beyond impasse between ‘warring
parties’ — such as via mixed methods — are also considered.

Keywords
Casual claims « Randomized controlled trial « Experimental design « Quasi-experimental
design « Mixed methods

the current ‘causal wars’ threaten the validity of a great deal
of this work. Moreover, much of this work, for example, in

It may be time for a new attempt at an overview of the
alternative ways to establish causal claims. Much mainline
scientific research centers around causal claims, as does
much research in history, legal studies, and evaluation, and
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the evaluation of services and medicines for international
aid, affects the approval and hence the delivery of vital
products and services, so the welfare of large numbers
of people depends on these decisions about validity. The
proposal here is a composite of some of the existing, often
conflicting, arguments with some new ones, but it is not a
compromise that will appeal to all parties since it contradicts
or omits several other existing arguments, and some of the
new twists will surely be resisted. But it does incorporate
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strong support for major planks from the competing
platforms and strong support for the importance of some
cooperative efforts. It may be the most inclusive defensible
approach to a compromise.

The Position Focuses on Three Main Themes

A. Tt seems useful to distinguish about eight methods or
groups of methods for establishing causal claims to the
highest scientific standards of validity that are widely
used in mainstream scientific domains. One of these
methods is the randomized controlled trial (RCT), the
entry currently sanctified by a large group of good
scientists, but the validity attained by its use is not in
the slightest degree superior to that achieved by any of
the others, across the board. As with all the others, there
are important research problems posed in a context of
particular investigatory constraints, when an RCT design
is demonstrably the best choice, just as there are many
other cases where it is useless or substantially inferior.
One reason that it has recently attracted a great deal of
support, including frequent reference to it as ‘the gold
standard’ for causal investigations, is here described as
its ‘conceptual superiority.” While it certainly has this
property, this is widely and incorrectly supposed to
confer upon it some general advantage in achieving
greater validity. It has that advantage only in a head to
head competition in cases to which it is best suited; in
other cases other approaches will give equally certain
results when RCTs cannot operate at all, or can operate
but represent a bad choice, for reasons of, for example,
cost, delays, ethics, or side-effects.

The reasons why conceptual superiority is not the
same as sole ownership of certainty (‘validity superior-
ity’) are set out below and these reasons, along with some
indisputable problems with the RCT design in the
contexts where it is favored today, make the application
of the term ‘gold standard’ to it basically a sign of
scientific illiteracy. A more severe case of this affliction
is symptomatized by the suggestion that the phrase
‘evidence-based’ should be restricted to causal claims
supported by RCT research. This view is classified as
more severe since it not only dismisses the possibility of
providing evidence of causation in half a dozen other
entirely satisfactory ways, but it also dismisses as lacking
in evidential support a raft of highly significant and
frequent causes such as warfare, heroin, plate tectonics,
sexual attraction, political pressure, heavy smoking, and
HIV/AIDS, none of whose mighty effects were ever
established by RCT studies.
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B. There is a gold standard for determining causation, and it
is the same gold standard that applies throughout the
whole of science, namely the use of critical observation,
either on its own or connected to conclusions by logical
reasoning. That is, causation can be directly observed, in
lab or field: it is simply one of many contextually embed-
ded configurations such as lead melting in a crucible,
eggs frying in a pan, or a hawk taking a pigeon, that
can be directly observed. And causation can of course
also be inferred from non-causal direct observations, as
by the coroner performing an autopsy. How the latter is
done, with or without the use of a theory,1 is set out here
with some care, since the particular logical connections
required to establish causal conclusions by inference
deserve to be more widely understood in their own
right as part of the logic of causation, and also need to
be distinguished from three logical properties that are
often incorrectly proposed as relevant to this task: (i)
the ‘conceptual superiority’ property of RCTs; (ii) the
scientific desideratum of replicability; (iii) the scientific
desideratum of falsifiability.

C. Assessing the merits of any or all of the several types of
causal investigatory design involves two standard types
of evaluation (grading and ranking) and is addressed in
the two preceding themes.? A more complex logical type
of evaluation is involved in decisions about the funding
of research (apportioning, the type of evaluation on
which portfolio or budget allocations are based). In
assessing proposed solutions to each or these problems,
there is an important ethical requirement, but while this
can be accommodated in RCT design (by using great care
in the details of the design), it has a more important role
in the evaluation of any research funding strategy that
gives a dominant role to RCT designs. The key theorem
governing the latter, established in the chapter, is as
follows. Even if a particular method such as RCT were
the best method for investigating causation whenever it
can be used (a possibility that is disproved in the discus-
sion of theme A) it is impossible to defend the strategy or
policy of allocating research funds to RCTs in (anything
like) all and only those cases. Such a strategy, now

"For an example of observations that, mediated by a theory,
demonstrated causation, think of the observations of the solar eclipse
of 1919 that showed sunlight was refracted by gravity as predicted by
the general theory of relativity.

2 The eight types of causation are based on: (i) direct observation, e.g.,
visual, affective, tactile; (ii) reported observation, e.g., case studies;
(iii) eliminative inference, e.g., autopsy, engineering breakdown; (iv)
theoretical inference, based on use of an analogy/theory, e.g., physics,
geology, astronomy; (v) direct manipulation e.g., in the kitchen and lab;
(vi) ‘natural experiments’ e.g., meteorology, epidemiology; (vii) quasi-
experimentation, e.g., medicine, pedagogy; (viii)) RCTs e.g.,
pharmacology.
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widely enforced or recommended, is not only logically
indefensible, but also can be shown to be morally unac-
ceptable because of the effect it has on those dependent
on the service that may be withheld because of that
strategy.” While it has the advantage of being “fail safe’
in avoiding one type of error, it risks being overconser-
vative when urgent needs are involved, and the balance
between these two considerations in fact goes heavily
against it.

The Ontogeny of Causation

The first of the two foundation stones to be laid in
constructing the logic of causation is the proposition that
causation is directly and reliably — indeed trivially and
universally — observable. It is perhaps best to approach the
proof of this by looking at how we acquire the concept of
causation. It is developed in the child’s brain before lan-
guage skills are well developed and it springs from the
palmar (“grip”) reflex which soon develops considerably:
into the child’s realization that s/he can manipulate the
environment by shaking a rattle to make a noise; the recog-
nition and manipulation of crayons for producing marks on
paper; and the discovery that squeezing the cat makes her
scratch. These are all cases of understood causation and
indeed, by the age of 3 years, the average child has discov-
ered some things that are much more sophisticated, begin-
ning with how to cause others to do things upon request —
and indeed becomes notably ‘bossy’ about such demands.
Also acquired are the basic notion of responsibility for his or
her actions, resulting in blame when they are bad and praise
when they are good, and the disclaimer of responsibility for
‘bad’ actions — e.g., knocking something over — when the
wind or a sibling did it. Soon there is language to express all
of this, and the youngster rightly claims to see others do
things, as well as being able to get others to do things.
In other words, their experience now includes the manage-
ment as well as the observation of causation, and the evalu-
ation of consequences. Maturation simply brings greater
range and sophistication to these basics, so there’s nothing
essentially new about such claims as the adult makes,
for example, that the brakes are working well in his or her
car, every datum for this generalization being a (tactile)
observation of causation.

*My thanks to Ryoh Sasaki for raising some problems with an earlier
draft of this overview that I hope to have resolved in this version.
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Direct Observation of Causation

Despite the commonplace use of our language to the
contrary, Tom Cook (at least sometimes, in conversation)
and many well-trained social scientists and educational
researchers, following Hume, find it hard to accept the
notion of observed causation. They appear to favor the
idea that we are ‘really’ inferring it. But that’s like saying
we ‘really’ infer that this person we see in the crowd
meeting the passengers from our plane into San Francisco
is our spouse. Of course, the neural net is, in some sense,
putting bits and pieces together, but that’s part of what
happens in perception; the end result of these neural
machinations is pattern recognition, not pattern inference.
Hume’s pitch was seductive because we don’t see causation in
quite the same way we see color and motion. Causation, like
many other complex predicates, refers to a learnt holistic
feature of a configuration not just to a learnt element in it.
That configuration is what enables the billiards player to say,
in suitable circumstances, that he did indeed see the cue ball
strike the object ball, and thus cause the latter to head for the
pocket. Once one learns how to see this kind of example of
causation, it becomes part of the perceptual vocabulary, like
the myriad instances of your friend’s face, or even part of
perceptual evaluation, for example, part of what is called a
good seat in an equestrian, or good style in a dismount from
the parallel bars or in dunking a pass in basketball.

This epistemic status of causal claims as observable is
fully recognized in the one place outside science where
doubts are best respected, the court of law. Eyewitness
testimony, especially but not only if it meets all the well-
defined standards (normal vision, good lighting, clear field,
propinquity, recency, corroboration, absence of motive to
lie, and so forth), is treated there as in science, as an appro-
priate datum in the court of last resort for establishing a case.
And the examples of it regularly include testimony that
causation was observed in the standard cases such as battery,
vandalism, and shooting. Causation is part of the language of
observed acts, and as part of the language of observation, in
suitable circumstances, it is established as having occurred
with all the credibility that observation deserves, in science
as in law.

So the first key conclusion here is that the simplest and
probably the most reliable of all ways to establish causation
is by critical observation. (I use the term ‘critical observa-
tion’ here as shorthand for observation subject to the usual
checks for the usual sources of error, including reflection on
the likelihood of those.)

Interestingly enough, close study of the bible on quasi-
experimentation, Cook and Campbell (1979), turns up a pas-
sage in which this view is conceded, although its implications
for causal methodology were never developed there:
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...we do not find it useful to assert that causes are “unreal” and are
only inferences drawn by humans from observations that do not
themselves directly demonstrate causation

(Cook and Campbell 1979, p. 33).

This position leads us to the second foundation stone for
the logic of causal inquiry.

Scientific, Legal, and Practical Certainty

One of the main attractions of the RCT approach is that it
appears to provide a greater degree of certainty than
alternatives. There is a sense, or at least circumstances, in
which this is true, but it is not true across the board for
several reasons, of which the first is that causal claims
based on direct critical observation attain the benchmark
level of certainty, and it’s very hard to find an RCT that
matches that standard. The ‘benchmark level’ in scientific
research, as in the criminal law and in common practice
where important matters are at stake, is simply “beyond
reasonable doubt.” This is the standard required to establish
a case in criminal law, and is traditionally and extensively
distinguished from ‘the balance of evidence’ which is the
criterion for establishing the occurrence of misdemeanors.*
This concept of certainty is part of the common language of
science, so that in the lab or field, the observer or reasoner
knows when to make and how to understand a claim that
someone is certain that they did, or saw, or calculated, that
some description applies.

This is not careless use, or abuse, of the term, it is the
proper use of the term, it illustrates what the term does in fact
mean. Some strands of perfectionist argument in epistemol-
ogy here, as with perception and causation, have sought to
persuade us otherwise, pushing us in this case towards the
idea that the proper use of ‘certain’ refers to the complete
impossibility of error as in definitional claims and mathe-
matical theorems. But ‘certain’ is a contextually defined
term and the proper standards for its use in the context of
empirical discussions is empirical support beyond reason-
able doubt, not the same standards as apply in talking about
the realm of deductive proof. One might as well argue that
the term ‘large’ is improperly used of an emu’s egg, or an
elephant, or anything smaller than the universe. The perfec-
tionist move is just an example of bad linguistic analysis.
The law courts remind us that there is a well-established
body of rules for the proper use of terms like ‘observe’ and
‘certain’ beyond what is sometimes scoffed at as the

#Robert Brinkerhoff makes this case very well in his book, The Success
Case Method (2003) in the course of defending his high quality case
study-based approach to causation.
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imprecision of ordinary usage. The courts define the hard
core of ordinary use, since that is what the juries understand,
and that is what good scientific use employs. Even Tom
Cook concedes, in his magisterial review of the arguments
for and against the RCT design,” when talking about case
studies (where we often rely on reported observations of
causation), “I do not doubt that these procedures sometimes
reduce all reasonable uncertainty. ..” (ibid., p. 38). And that
is just the conclusion we need to establish, for that is all that
can be reasonably required of any scientific method for
establishing causation.

The RCT Advantage

Now RCT designs do have an edge, although not the edge
that is often claimed for them. As Tom Cook goes on to say
in the quote begun just now (ibid.):
I do not doubt that these procedures sometimes reduce all
reasonable uncertainty, though it will be difficult to know
when this has been achieved. However, I do doubt whether
intensive, qualitative case studies can reduce as much uncer-
tainty about cause as a true experiment. That is because such
intensive case studies rarely involve a totally credible causal
counterfactual. Since they typically do not involve use of
comparison groups, it is difficult to know the group under
study would have changed over time without the reform under
analysis
(Cook 2000, p. 38).

The first problem with this passage — and with this posi-
tion, which is the basic argument for the superiority of the
RCT (ak.a. ‘true experiment’) design, is that the RCT
design, as used in the cases under discussion here, does not
support a counterfactual. The RCT design as used in tradi-
tional pharmacological research, does have this property.
But in educational and community interventions, the design
is crucially weakened and is no longer double-blind, as it is
in the drug studies. It is not even single-blind. That is, both
the subjects and the researchers know who is in the experi-
mental group, and usually both know which subjects are in
the control group. This leaves open a gap through which the
Hawthorne effect (and its converse) can slip in. (I refer to
this situation as a ‘zero-blind’ or ‘unblinded’ condition.) As
Cook and the texts define the RCT design, the key point
about it is that after randomization (and assuming adequate
group size) the only relevant difference between the two
groups is the treatment; but in the context we are discussing,
there is another difference, namely the difference in the

3«A critical appraisal of the case against using experiments to assess
school (or community) effects” Education Next, 2000, Hoover Insti-
tute, Stanford. This paper of his represents by far the most sophisti-
cated support for the RCT position in print, and for that reason I focus
on it frequently in this discussion.
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beliefs of the subjects and experimenters, which we know
can cause effects of the type and size we are finding from
treatments, and so we cannot conclude that differences in
outcomes must be due to the treatment.

So the intensive case study (and the same applies to good
quasi-experimental designs and critical observations) is not
essentially disadvantaged against the RCT; both leave open
other explanations of any effects.

Might it not still be argued that the RCT has an edge in
only having this one loophole, whereas in the other designs
there are, at least typically, more possible counter-
explanations? This is not as telling a point as it might appear,
since the total probability of the alternative explanations is
not additive by the number of their descriptions; it is entirely
situation-dependent. There will be situations where the
Hawthorne possibility is more threatening to the RCT than
the totality of the alternatives is to a case study or quasi-
experimental design; this will be quite common in the case
of the regression-discontinuity design for example, but will
occur in many other cases. So the RCT edge, significant
though it is when the design is double-blind (although even
then not a general edge on validity), is entirely situation-
dependent in the normal context of social and educational
inquiry. It will still be significant in special cases, but
non-existent or negative in others.

The second problem with the quoted argument for the
RCT’s superiority is that causation may occur in the absence
of support for a counterfactual, as it does in cases of
overdetermination. I have discussed these cases at some
length elsewhere® and will only remark that it is a significant
although not crucial weakness of RCTs for the purposes of
the present discussion that they will not have any advantage
at all in such cases, whereas case studies (and some other
approaches, e.g., those based on theory) will do so.

The bottom line here is that the advantage of RCTs is by
no means general and must be established in the particular
case, a non-trivial task. It remains true that there are cases,
including important ones, where the RCT design will settle
the issue of causation and no alternative approach will do so
as well. However, the same is true for many other designs.
The conclusion for researchers is simple; each case needs to
be highly specified, including not just the exact question we
need answered and the degree to which we want to be able to
generalize the answer, but the exact constraints on time and
resources and social context, before one can decide on the
optimal design for an investigation. That analysis obviously
is not best done by those who specialize in RCTs alone; it
must involve serious discussion by a panel including those
expert in alternative approaches of several if not all of the

% For example, in “Causes, Connections, and Conditions in History” in
Philosophical Analysis and History ed. W. Dray (1966).
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kinds listed earlier. As Cook stresses, relying on a single
approach is a methodological error and a serious one; and
relying on the wrong one compounds the felony. Using a
panel which favors just one approach would be a further
felony in itself.

The Other Contenders

Every child acquires a repertoire of possible causes for a
large number of effects before reaching school age; for
example, they know that the vase on the table by the window
can be knocked over by the wind, the shades, the cat, a
sibling, a playmate, or a grown-up. When they encounter
the effect, they begin to sift that list and check for indicators,
either immediately observable or quickly accessible, that
will eliminate one or more candidates and eventually may
identify the responsible cause. This is the basic case of
hypothesis creation and verification and it is the essential
element, even if subliminally and non-inferentially, in all
careful causal explanation.

There is a background assumption for this enterprise — the
assumption that everything has a cause. Truth of that
assumption in the macro-domains of everyday experience
and scientific investigations is unaffected by the discovery of
micro-uncertainty, not because the latter phenomenon can-
not manifest itself at the macro-level — indeed it can — but
because it has a sufficiently small incidence at that level to
leave the deterministic principle unaffected as a methodo-
logical guide.

The two key components in the basic procedure outlined
are the ‘list of possible causes’ (LOPC), based of course on
memories of prior personal or reported observations, and the
‘general elimination methodology’ or algorithm (GEM).
Both become increasingly complex as the individual’s expe-
rience and learning expand, for example by the addition of
theories about possible causes that are extrapolations, or
extensions by analogy or speculation, from a human’s direct
experiences, Take, for example, the theory of tectonic plates
that added to the list of possible causes of mountain ranges.
No-one saw those plates collide and raise the Rockies or the
Urals, but we all can visualize what happened on a smaller
scale, and once conceived, we add it to the LOPC and can
readily project the kind of clues in the geologic record that
would confirm this etiology, thus kicking in the GEM
process that in fact confirmed the hypothesis.

When the hypothesis is about the formation of star-clusters,
we begin to move beyond models that are based on analogies
with ordinary experience, and instead create formal models
that extrapolate from those models or even from models that
seem to have worked in other areas beyond direct experience.
So the piggy-backing continues, stretched to its limits with
string theory at the macro limit and boson/hadron models at
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the micro limit. In all of these realms, however, the concept of
causation continues, usually unchanged by the changes in the
forms to which it applies, except for quantum uncertainty,
where it, too, must be modified significantly. And in all
these areas, for all these kinds of causal claims, the same
procedures of investigation apply; that is, the process of
LOPC identification, and GEM application to whittle the list
down in particular cases.

This vast web of theory-driven causation is essentially
independent of any direct experimental confirmation since it
deals with entities that are largely beyond the range of
manipulation. The large hadron collider at Geneva, is the
culmination of the main exception to this segregation, the
zone of experiments with fundamental particles. But even
there, where the term ‘experiments’ is always used, it does
not refer to experiments with randomized controls, but to
those ruled by simple pre/post design, entirely adequate in
those circumstances to establish the conclusions to the satis-
faction of the Nobel Prize committees. It is simply absurd to
suggest that the conclusions arrived at in these circum-
stances do not deserve to be called ‘evidence-based’ because
there is no RCT in sight. To avoid tilting at windmills, it
seems that we should modify the overgeneralized claims of
the more enthusiastic supporters of RCT and allied termi-
nology so as to retain a reasonable position to consider.

The Limited RCT Position

These controversial terms should be flagged in some way to
indicate that they are not intended to be taken in their
normal, all-contexts, sense, so we’ll add the prefix ‘limited’
to their use in these restricted senses. This has the effect of
converting positions that are absurd into ones that can be
argued against without using such language as ‘absurd’.
Instead of saying, as the head of the Institute for Educational
Science has pronounced, that there is no scientific basis for
any causal claim that is not based on RCT studies, we’ll take
that as meant to apply to zero-blind (a.k.a. limited) RCTs
used to investigate current (i.e., limited) issues about the
effect of typical large-scale interventions in areas such edu-
cation, health, and social services. Correspondingly, we’ll
take the term ‘evidence-based’ which is often said to be
justified only for the results of RCT studies, to be intended
to apply to limited RCT studies, only when talking about the
effects of that kind of limited intervention in those limited
kinds of areas.

The thrust of the preceding arguments is then that the
limited claims are nevertheless wrong, even if not absurd.
That is, even the view that only (limited) RCTs can establish
limited causal claims is wrong, since they can be perfectly
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well established beyond reasonable doubt in other ways and
the limited RCTs aren’t bulletproof themselves. Similarly,
the view that the only (limited) evidence-based claims
are those supported by RCT studies is wrong, since even
limited evidence-based claims (that is, claims about typical
current types of intervention in health, education, and social
services) can be established by quasi-experimental, observa-
tional, and theoretical studies. Finally, the claim that
‘experiment’ means a design with random allocation to
the two groups should also be modified to the formulation
“limited experiments are those in which subject are
randomly allocated to groups.”

This triple modification prevents what many have seen as
an extremely tendentious, if unconscious, attempt to hijack
an important slice of the scientific vocabulary.

Quasi-Experimental Designs (QXTs)

Let’s walk through the consequences of the preceding
arguments, using a common ‘lower-class’ QXT, the pre-
post design with comparison groups. The argument given
here would be much stronger with what is commonly
thought of as a fancier a.k.a. more robust design, for exam-
ple the interrupted time series design with bounded
randomization of the intervals between applications.
The example we’ll use is an example of the use of the
highly-interactive paradigm (HIP) for large introductory
lectures at the college level, with enrolments in the low
three-digit category. We divide the entering class in about
half, in some convenient but not random way, e.g., by
taking the morning class as the treatment group in the first
semester of the experiment (sic) and using the afternoon
class for the second semester of the experiment (this is a
one-semester class). The experimental group receives the
new treatment, the others get the same approach that
has been used for several years; the same instructor teaches
both classes and teaches the control group just as he has
for some years. That claim of approximate constancy in
treatment is verified by an experienced colleague who visits
a few times unannounced, and by a Teaching Assistant
who’s done that job previously and now works for both
classes. Let’s add that we have an experienced pair of instruc-
tional researchers independently look for other differences
and find none to remark on. Each class gets the same pre-
test and post-test; they match closely on the pre-test but on the
post-test, where the control group shows about one sigma of
improvement, the HIP group scores about two sigmas better
than that; and this effect recurs on two reiterations, the only
two that are done as of report time for the 3-year experiment.
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Now, did HIP have any effect? Given that you know the
important ‘local knowledge’ fact that it’s extremely hard to
kick a sigma difference out of any variation in instructional
method, and that two sigmas is considerably more than
twice as hard to get as one, the answer has to be, yes, HIP
made a big difference.’ Clearly the size of the difference is
crucial here, as is often the case. Conclusion: there are
situations where non-RCT designs will provide support
for causal claims, beyond reasonable doubt. If you now
reflect on exactly what it would take to convert this study
into even a limited RCT study, and on the fact that you are
not very interested in small differences, because they have
a track record of never showing up on the replications at
distant sites, you should be willing to buy the conclusion
that the pre/post/comparison study design is better than the
RCT here. (That is, you use it knowing that it’s a net that
will catch only big fish, but you don’t want little fish.)

There are a dozen variations on this kind of case, ringing
the changes on such matters as dealing with cases where you
are only interested in generalizing to the native population in
Uganda, but the native population won’t give permission for
putting their children into the control group; or you can’t
afford the cost of measurement and monitoring for the con-
trol group of ex-addicted homeless, and the memory effects
of vitamin shots are small, so interrupted time series will
work well.

So the bottom line is that there are many cases where non-
RCT designs will be better than RCT ones for the cases of
interest, cases where they will indeed achieve results beyond
reasonable doubt, and even more cases where they will be
better than limited RCT designs, the only ones we’re really
talking about. The limited strategy, which protects the RCT
position from absurd overstatement, still cannot save it from
being beaten on its own ground, that is on ground where it
can be used. Like a good two-wheel drive car, it can be
driven in snow, but it’s easily overmatched by the four wheel
drives in those conditions.

The fundamental logic of causal investigation, that is, the
rules of inference required for establishing any causal con-
clusion, is not the use of experiments in the limited sense, it
is the use of a critically developed list of possible causes
together with critically applied general elimination method-
ology, required even for the justification (although not the
occurrence) of critical observation.

" There is a huge online literature of debates about whether pre/post
testing provides a valid basis for such conclusions, one of the reasons I
use this example. Google Richard Hake (and gain scores), to see the
whole debate well-referenced by the leading proponent of the common-
sense position here, which is of course that pre/post works fine for any
worthwhile effects if done carefully.
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Funding Strategies

It is now time to turn from the logic of grading and ranking
experimental designs to the distribution of resources
between them. The first lesson to be learnt about the logic
of portfolio construction is that the best single investment —
better than every alternative although it may be — is not the
best bet for the whole portfolio budget. Investment managers
know very well that the rule about not putting all one’s
eggs in one basket is not just valid for the medieval house-
wives who inspired the adage and their successors. Provided
only that one’s second and third choices still meet the mini-
mum acceptable standards for good eggs, they are better
choices than further investment in the top pick for at least
half the portfolio.

In research funding, a much-better-than-minimum-
acceptable standard is the ability to produce conclusions
that are beyond reasonable doubt, so even if RCTs were
superior in their ability to yield such results across
the board (which is itself a true counterfactual) it would be
highly unscientific to back them across the board since they,
like all other designs, can go wrong, badly and completely
wrong, in a way that is usually not reversible even if
detected, and is not always detectable at mid-stream.

But in scientific research there are two distinct further
reasons for the heterogeneous strategy besides protection
against failure. It may be helpful to think of the analogy
with an investor who decides to put some money into the
stock of companies who are working on a new oil field.
She could put all her money into one company that has an
excellent production hole that is currently the best on the field
and is planning to drill more wells on that site. But she knows
that a single site can peter out, hit an artesian aquifer that
drowns their wells, or run into labor trouble; so for simple
safety reasons — our first consideration — she will buy into at
least one other outfit. She’s covering herself against the pos-
sibility of failure. But there’s another reason to do so: wells
that begin with a less than stellar rate of production sometimes
hit another pocket below the first and do much better later: so
there’s a chance of doing better by approaching the formation
from two directions, even if the second one is less productive
at first. That’s the possibility of superiority via backing an
independent approach. And there’s a third reason, too, proba-
bly enough reason to justify investment in a third wildcatter.
This is the chance to get a better overall picture of the layout
of the field, which will be invaluable in guiding further action
or withdrawal. This third consideration of course corresponds
to getting some information about generalizability — external
validity. Safety, possible superiority, and generalizability;
three reasons for avoiding the monolithic strategy. The anal-
ogy carries over completely to the issue of funding research; a
point that Cook stresses in the paper previously cited.
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This argument does not dismiss the possibility of
doubling the investment in the best option, just not
restricting all investment to it. Doubling in the research
case would make especially good sense if combined with
slight variations in the research personnel and population
used. But it still comes further down the list than variations
in the primary strategy. Somewhere in between these two
major paths to enrichment of a single design approach there
is the use of the superbly ingenious list of ways to match the
comparison group without using random allocation, a list
developed and provided by Cook.

The argument given makes an invincible case for the
indefensibility of the present situation in which, according
to the extensive testimony from members of the review
panels that have talked about it, there is no serious consider-
ation of using non-RCT designs instead of RCTs. That
strategy is largely based on bad reasoning about the superi-
ority of what are in fact flawed RCT designs, which even if
peerless would be no better than many others and clearly
worse in many cases. This bad reasoning is combined with
the fallacy of assuming that such superiority, if it did exist,
would justify a monolithic strategy.

The present ill-based practice is also too often combined
with denial of the existence of the monolithic strategy,
sometimes accompanied by a gesture in the direction of
regression discontinuity funding. If there is any doubt that
an essentially monolithic strategy is de facto in place, it
would be easy enough to establish the facts by doing a
survey of funding over the past 2 years, using a contractor
with a team from both sides. It is certainly long past time for
a meta-evaluation of the success of the new emphasis on
RCT funding and the absence of any movement towards
doing that surely shows a serious lack of interest in finding
out the truth about the claims for improvement before pro-
ceeding still further with the takeover, especially in the latest
area where it has established a beachhead, the evaluation of
international aid.

It is important that the reasons against the monolithic
strategy apply even, per impossible, the RCTs were superior
across the board in the certainty with which they can deter-
mine causation. It is an argument designed to be acceptable
to both camps.

Cooperation Combined with Competition

It would be unrealistic to suppose that the causal wars will
cease in the light of the above treatment of the underlying
differences between the competing positions. But it would
be good to see some recognition of the very considerable
range of cases where both parties can benefit from using the
skills of the other. Tom Cook, in the article cited, lists many
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such cases, although not with quite the spin I’'m putting on
them, and I’ll sum it up in my way by saying that it seems
clear that the effective execution of RCT studies depends
very heavily indeed on skills that are highly developed in
qualitative researchers and extremely rare in the training
of quantitative researchers. The converse position is also
clear; there is still a considerable area in qualitative research
where the skeptical reflexes of the trained quantitative
researcher need to be heeded very carefully, not because
their usual dismissive judgment is justified, but because by
heeding their concerns, the design can be greatly improved,
including its credibility to a wider audience, a worthwhile
consideration in itself, and also, often enough, in validity.
But let’s take a final moment to look at the need for qualita-
tive research skills in managing RCTs. We can begin with
the two great threats to the validity of the (already limited)
RCT design: differential attrition and cross-contamination.
No one denies that some very expensive RCT efforts in the
past have been completely brought down by these
weaknesses. If these flaws are detected very early, it is
sometimes possible to stop them in their tracks, before
validity is hopelessly compromised. How can an early-
warning system for them be set up?

The answer is almost always through a continual process
of interviews, both with groups and face to face, with both
students and staff, with parents and with administrators, a
program which not only seeks by intelligent and systematic
questioning to pick up the warning signs, but also builds trust
and cooperation in what is after all a project with potential
benefits for all.

Interestingly, there is a double reward from this activity.
It not only provides good insurance for the validity of the
study, but also vital evidence about the process whereby
the causal agent — and any inhibitors of it — operate, which
provides key clues to the possibility of generalizations in
some dimensions and the improbability of generalizations
in other directions, and often strong supportive evidence for
the causal connection under investigation. Cook gives a long
list of the valuable information that can be picked up by
these observers in the source cited.

And who has the training for this kind of observation and
interaction? Of course, it is a job description for a qualitative
researcher. These are high skills, not often taught as of top
importance in quantitative training programs. Cook actually
gives as his reason for abjuring the term ‘gold standard’ for
RCT designs the fact that these skills are of great importance,
are hard to acquire, and rarely available. The bottom line is that
RCTs are really hybrid designs, mixed-method in the sense of
having essential quantitative and qualitative components.

So I end on this note. A marriage of the warring parties
is not only possible but would provide a win-win solution,
with major winning side-effects for those in need around
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the world. The pre-nuptial agreement should include:
(i) recognition of the place of duties for both parties, along
with (ii) funding for non-RCT studies where they are better
fitted to task and context than RCTs, with skilled quantita-
tive researchers collaborating to cover both sharpening the
design and analyzing the numerical data; plus (iii) at least
one collaborative meta-evaluation panel funding proposals
from both parties, and (iv) another one evaluating the
success of contracts of both kinds. Serious concern with
research standards (and human welfare) suggests that we
should shortly see some proposals like this and/or signs
that such proposals would be funded.
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Abstract

Must investigations of treatment effects adopt a logic of causal investigation that defaults to
the design and application of randomized control trials in education? Does the language of
scientific research impel this too for intervention studies? In this brief response to Scriven’s
chapter, we explore the pragmatics of research planning to identify compounding factors
and challenges to such characterizations of ‘gold standard’ research in education. The
prospect is tantalizing: if adjudications of explanatory power are the true benchmark for
evaluating educational studies, then a requisite variety in research designs and logics must

be entertained, and engaged.
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It is both an honour and somewhat foreboding to comment
on Michael Scriven’s Chap. 21, “The logic of causal inves-
tigation.” Scriven has made thoughtful, indeed, seminal
contributions in more than one field related to his chapter.
Nevertheless, one can try to read his chapter with the kind of
critical eye with which he scans the landscape of the logic
of causal investigations. In my view, his focus is as much or
more on key aspects of the contemporary landscape of
rhetoric and funding priorities related to research design.

In part, Scriven’s chapter is a critique of the language used
by some advocates of randomized controlled (or clinical) trials
(RCTs). By way of background, the terminology and claims to
which Scriven takes exception arose primarily from supporters
of a priority for RCTs in the funding of select research streams
by the Department of Education’s Institute of Education
Sciences. In my view, one can appreciate the potential contri-
bution of RCTs and still believe that excessive and inaccurate
language was used by some advocates of the IES priority. This
includes language that seemed to equate “scientific research”
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with randomized trials, as well as other language which seemed
to suggest that confident causal inference requires a random
assignment study. Viewed from this vantage, Scriven’s presen-
tation, including his references to children’s learning, plate
tectonics, and a hypothetical nonequivalent groups design, is
compelling. Language that equates causal inference or scien-
tific research with RCTs should be avoided. Case won.

But how important is winning that case, for the broader
understanding of causal inference and for planning of cause-
probing research in education and elsewhere? Of limited
value, I would argue. Likewise, such a rhetorical victory is
not likely to persuade advocates about the relative value of
RCTs. Regardless of their rhetoric, those advocates appear
concerned about the use of RCTs in circumstances rather
different than when a baby’s learns of her ability to cause a
rattle to make noise. Instead, they appear to be interested in
causal claims about treatment effects such as those relevant
to, say, making choices about adopting one or another math
curriculum, or retaining ‘DARE’ versus replacing it with a
different substance abuse prevention programme, or man-
dating a certain level of credentialization for day care staff.

Fortunately, Scriven also addresses what he calls “the
limited RCT position.” Scriven recognizes the narrow vic-
tory that comes with defeating excessive rhetoric: “To avoid
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tilting at windmills, it seems we should modify the
overgeneralized claims of the more enthusiastic supporters
of RCT and allied terminology so as to retain a reasonable
position to consider.” (p. 168) The limited RCT position,
according to Scriven, involves the use of RCTs “to investigate
current (i.e., limited) issues about the effect of typical large-
scale interventions in areas such as education, health, and
social services.” (p. 168) Scriven does not so specify, but in
my view, champions of the “limited RCT position” also
assume a multifaceted causal background, with an array of
forces other than the treatment that may also affect outcomes
of interest (Campbell and colleagues’ lists of internal validity
threats are an attempt to catalogue these). For instance, one
expects that children (or other treatment recipients) will
change over time even in the absence of any treatment effect,
and that pre-existing individual differences will affect the
outcome. Moreover, natural groupings of individuals into
treatment conditions may be confounded with other factors
in ways that can create biases in estimates of treatment effects.

Scriven contends that RCTs are not superior, even in the
limited RCT position. One reason Scriven gives is that, in
educational and most behavioral applications, RCTs typi-
cally do not include double blindness (whereby both investi-
gator and research participant are unaware of the
participant’s condition). Absent double blindness, expec-
tancy effects including Hawthorne are possible. As a result,
Scriven argues, a good alternative method “is not essentially
disadvantaged against the RCT; both leave open other
explanations of any effects.” (p. 167) Actually, Scriven
would not have had to point to the absence of double blind-
ness to make this point. The common use of hypothesis
testing statistics in RCTs leaves open another, simpler expla-
nation, that is, Type I error. Regardless, Scriven’s point
seems to be that RCTs are not “bulletproof,” that other
methods can provide equally compelling evidence about
treatment effects, and that judgments about relative merit
of methods should be made in the context of specific studies.

Scriven supports this notion, and further argues against
the limited RCT position by presenting a hypothetical study
of the effect of the HIP instructional technique. In a non-
equivalent groups, pretest-posttest quasi-experimental
design, morning and afternoon sections of introductory
physics serve as treatment and comparison groups. I agree
with Scriven that studies other than RCTs can provide
reasonably compelling evidence of the effectiveness of
interventions such as the new instructional procedure. But
at least three challenges seem to apply to Scriven’s general
rejection of the limited RCT position.

First, consider the several things that went right in the
hypothetical example: equivalent pretest scores, a big treat-
ment effect (with treatment group students showing about one
standard deviation more improvement than the comparison
group), replication of that big effect across two semesters, the
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presence of observers who see no confounds, and no other
reported validity threats. If all of these circumstances hold
(and if no other plausible validity threats are identified), the
study’s results seem credible. But what are the odds, a priori,
that all of these will fall into place in practice?

Second, what is the plausibility that a hidden or lurking
source of bias exists in the hypothetical study? The classic
concern, in the absence of random assignment, would
involve some form of selection bias, that is, the possibility
that pre-existing differences in the groups exist and are
responsible for the observed posttest difference between
groups. Selection bias is made less plausible in Scriven’s
example by the pretest equivalence between groups and by
the replication across semesters despite switching the HIP
intervention from the morning to the afternoon session.
However, consider this possibility. The most motivated
students (most motivated, not most knowledgeable about
physics) tend to register first. They also tend to look for
courses being taught by professors known on the street as
the best. And perhaps one semester the competing favourite
professors are mostly in the morning, and the next semester
mostly in the afternoon. This scenario could explain what
appears to be a treatment effect in the example.

Interestingly, the quasi-experimental design Scriven
presents would also appear to be susceptible to an experi-
menter/instructor expectancy effect. Often in studies such as
this, the instructor is a believer in the new instructional
technique being tested. Could that translate into subtle
forms of teacher expectancy that the observers did not see?
This seems at least as plausible as the concern about
Hawthorne effects that Scriven uses as a general criticism
of RCTs. (After all, if Hawthorne effects were commonplace
and potent, wouldn’t more interventions be successful?)

Third, Scriven assumes that only large effects are of
interest. He endorses the hypothetical quasi-experimental
design “knowing that it’s a net that will catch only big
fish, but you don’t want little fish.” His emphasis on large
treatment effects in general reduces concerns about the
quasi-experimental design, because usually it is less plausi-
ble that a validity threat can explain away a larger effect. But
is an a priori restriction of interest to “big fish” reasonable,
especially in domains in which past efforts suggest the
typical fish is not huge? As in the classic case of the early
trial of aspirin’s effects in preventing heart attacks, aren’t
small effects sometime important?

Taken together, these three challenges may raise the
question of how compelling Scriven’s argument is against
the limited RCT position. This is especially so when we
think of research planning and funding, as opposed to
after-the-fact evaluation of individual studies. In the IES
priority, for instance, the key consideration would seem to
be the expected validity of alternative designs for estimating
the effect of educational (or other) interventions, given
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reasonable expectations about the likelihood of such factors
as selection biases. A related subquestion would involve the
ability of review committees (or other interested parties) to
predict the presence and magnitude of various internal valid-
ity threats. For instance, could a grant review panel, prior
to completion of Scriven’s hypothetical study, know with
confidence that the treatment and comparison groups would
be equivalent at the pretest? And would they agree that only
a very big treatment effect would be of interest? Alterna-
tively, to what extent is random assignment (or other design
features) preferred as a kind of preventative measure, as an
admittedly imperfect insurance policy against validity
threats that could plausibly appear and weaken a study’s
conclusions?

In this brief commentary, I raise these questions without
attempting a definitive answer. Instead, I turn to what I see as
two of the noteworthy strengths of Scriven’s chapter. One is
his thoughtful discussion of funding priorities, not for indi-
vidual studies but for portfolios of studies. As he notes, even
if RCTs were preferable in general, it would likely be better
not to invest all research funding on RCTs. This is a com-
pelling point, perhaps lost on those who apply so-called gold
standard rules indiscriminately. Consider external validity,
that is, the accuracy of inferences about the generalizability
of a finding. Even if RCTs give the most internally valid,
unbiased estimates of the effects of a program, external
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validity concerns might best be served by mixing study
types in the overall research portfolio. If random assignment
is feasible only in limited circumstances, then adding more
RCTs could easily be less informative than funding an
alternative study type. Another noteworthy strength of the
chapter is Scriven’s concluding section, which deserves your
re-reading.

Were these commentaries longer, it would be easy to pick
various nits. For instance, the question of generalizability
merits additional attention. In a longer commentary, it would
also be possible to applaud various additional points Scriven
makes, such as his reference to the “general elimination
methodology.” That said, it is time for you to re-read
Scriven’s conclusion if not the entire chapter.
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Abstract

Postmodernist criticisms of emancipatory Critical Theory challenge the ongoing relevance
and pertinence of the version of educational action research that has been promoted by
Wilfred Carr and Stephen Kemmis. Their perspective on ‘theory and practice’, in particu-
lar, attracts John Elliott’s critical attention and his charge of their Habermasian framework
with rationalism and finalism. In this chapter, I present the relevant arguments and I discuss
some of those criticisms with an eye to issues of emancipation and context-transcendence.
In so doing, I employ insights from recent debates between various versions of Frankfurt
School Critical Theory (from Apel and Habermas down to Cooke), on the one hand, and
adherents to a widely conceived postmodernism (theorists such as Butler, Laclau, Rorty),
on the other. My position is that immanence and transcendence as compatible and equally
necessary components of a critical educational-theoretical framework are crucial for the

preservation of the emancipatory ideal and motivational force of action research today.
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Introduction

How might educational research and philosophy guide and
critique educational values and action — and vice versa?
How do practitioners draw on research in their reasoning,
practice and inquiries, in ways that won’t become
calculative, instrumentalist, or self-serving, and will support
the transformative, ethical and defensible? Faced with such
challenges, in one of their most recent texts on educational
action research, Wilfred Carr and Stephen Kemmis (2005)
admit that some older philosophical ideas surrounding the
theory versus practice opposition in education should be
revisited in the light of postmodernist criticisms of emanci-
patory Critical Theory. However, their version of educa-
tional action research also attracts John Elliott’s critical
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attention and his charge of their holding to a Habermasian
framework with a ‘theory versus practice’ dualism.

In this chapter, I present the arguments that have been put
forward along such lines and I sketch briefly the philosophi-
cal notions that underpin them that have lately appeared
flawed. To discuss emancipation and context-transcendence
as focal points of tensions regarding the possibility of a
critical social science, a critical educational science, and a
critical, reflective and transformative educational action
research, I employ insights from recent debates between
various versions of Frankfurt School Critical Theory (from
Apel and Habermas down to Cooke) and adherents to a
widely conceived postmodernism (theorists such as Butler,
Laclau, and Rorty). My position is that context-specific and
context-transcending efforts as compatible and equally
necessary components of a critical educational-theoretical
framework and practice are crucial to educational research:
for the preservation of the emancipatory ideal in this field
and for the viability and motivational force of today’s
researches.
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Educational Action Research and the Ideal of a
Critical Social Science

Educational action research has developed as a form of pro-
fessional redirection of teachers toward a more substantive
and decisive engagement and intervention in theoretical aca-
demic issues of schooling. The aim has not been that of
replacing the academic researcher with the practitioner; the
aim has rather been the bridging of their gap, the elevation of
the teacher to the status of the researcher who influences or
handles various matters of her school and of learning more
generally and who grounds such interventions in evidence
that derives from practice itself. The underlying idea, Aristo-
telian in its origin, is that practitioners not just employ but also
produce theory through a reflective examination of their prac-
tice, thus simultaneously achieving progress in their practice
itself (Carr 2004, p. 63). By researching in their own profes-
sional province, teachers question the terms and conditions
that seem to determine practice and, through the effects of
such questioning, they realize their educational visions
(Elliott 2003, pp. 171-2). What is combated is a stagnant
and passive relation of theory and practice where the former
appears disconnected from real terrains of action and the latter
is treated as a reified and standardized, unreflective set of
tasks and duties.

By revisiting the theory versus practice binary, educa-
tional action research touches upon a problem that has
haunted education from antiquity to the present. Already in
Plato’s Laches a major pedagogical issue is the coordination
of words and deeds, binding thought and action in a relation
of fidelity. Deeds must be true to ideas; ideas must be true to
the practical intent that makes life and thought meaningful.
Life must be lived in such a way that words and deeds are in
a harmonious interplay. The way in which one lives her life
is decisive for the force of her theoretical expositions: one is
judged in virtue of the harmony of words and deeds that she
has attained. For Laches, ‘when I hear discussing virtue or
any kind of wisdom one who is truly a man and worthy of his
argument, [ am exceedingly delighted; I take the speaker and
his speech together, and observe how they sort and harmo-
nize with each other. Such a man [...] has tuned himself
with the fairest harmony, not that of a lyre or other enter-
taining instrument, but has made a true concord of his own
life between his words and deeds. [...] [BJut a man who
shows the opposite character gives me pain, and the better he
seems to speak, the more I am pained’ [Plato, p. 188, D,
E (Lamb 1977)].

Ever since, the harmonious interplay has, in its several
aspects, been sought, formulated and reformulated, aban-
doned or revived. Education has often been disentangled
from it and relegated to the sphere of the practico-inert
(to use a Sartrean term), where theory becomes recipe and
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practice becomes standardized and repetitive implementation
(Papastephanou 2009). One of the major effects of the modern
institutionalization of education has been the dissemination of
an equation of education with a system rather than a practice.
As a system, it had to be ‘organized, managed and controlled’
so as to become ‘responsive to the political and economic
demands of the modern industrial state’ (Carr 2004, p. 64).
This further leads to a lack of critical development and a
reluctance, perhaps even an aversion, to the task of reflecting
on the ends of education themselves. Not that there are no
ends; but these seem to be external to education, servile to
systemic societal imperatives, unchallenged by theory and
beyond any reconsideration.

This juncture explains, to some extent, the urgency and
relevance of the formation of an educational research deriv-
ing from Critical Theory and the idea of a critical social
science. From the early Frankfurt School’s critical inter-
rogation of formal and informal education (Adorno 1972)
and of dominant Occidental understandings of rationality
(Adorno and Horkheimer 1979) down to Habermas’s cri-
tique of the colonization of the lifeworld by the systems of
administration and economy (Habermas 1989), the promise
was that of the advent of a theoretical commitment to cri-
tique and change. Educational action research was to give
practical expression to such a critical educational science
(Carr and Kemmis 2005, p. 350). Of course, that was not
the only theoretical influence. Dewey’s pragmatism had
already been an inexhaustible source of critical insights
addressing problematic situations (Papastephanou 2006).
However, where the two approaches differ significantly is
on the stronger cognitivist and deontological grounds of the
former’s conception of critique beyond problem-solving and
the stronger utilitarian connotations of the latter’s concep-
tion of truth, leading to divergent treatments of the theory —
practice relation and of the meaning of a critical social
science.

In contexts where the pragmatist influence is more strongly
felt, the ‘critical’ component of ‘critical social science’ is
downplayed, at least in its more philosophical meaning that
has a moral and epistemological independence from utility,
practical testing and public agreement (Papastephanou 2006,
p- 188). Carr and Kemmis’s (1986) ideal of a critical social
science places more emphasis on the critical in its Frankfurt
School sense than on its pragmatist counterpart. The most
updated account of the Frankfurt School conception of socio-
scientific criticality can, to my knowledge, be found in Maeve
Cooke’s definition of critical social theory as ‘any mode of
ethically oriented reflection that looks critically at social
arrangements from the point of view of the obstacles they
pose for individual human flourishing’ (2006, p. 7). The term
‘ethical’ is used in a general sense to refer to ‘modes of
thinking and acting that are guided by a concern for the
good’ (ibid). In turn, the concern for the good is construed
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as ‘a concern for a transcendent object that always exceeds its
particular representations’ (ibid.). This is precisely where the
Frankfurt School breaks with pragmatism: for the latter, the
concern for the good is always immanent, context-specific
and with no surplus of truth going beyond socially current
epistemic warrant. By contrast, even for the newest Frankfurt
School thinking, critical social theories are allowed ‘to regard
the prevailing perceptions of needs and interests as possibly
faulty’, because the critical socio-theoretical guiding ideas of
the good society differ from ‘those dominant in the criticized
social order’. Hence, ‘insofar as the inhabitants of the social
order in question are guided by faulty views of the good
society, they will hold correspondingly faulty views of
human flourishing in general and of their own needs and
interests in particular’. What Cooke recommends in such
cases is a cognitive transformation that is prior to the transfor-
mation of prevailing social arrangements (2006, p. 10).

However, from the Frankfurt School critical theoretical
perspective, cognitive transformation is not ‘a good in itself
but a means of achieving one’. The crucial concept is not
‘cognitive transformation but beneficial cognitive transfor-
mation: what is sought is not just a change in the way we see
things but a shift in perception that constitutes a change for
the better’ (Cooke 2006, p. 13). Therefore, visions and
representations of the good life are presupposed by any
theory aspiring to maintaining its critical edge. We may
push this idea even further: because what is sought is not
just any change, but change for the better, criteriology and
debate about what counts as better in advance and a solid
concept of truth cannot be sidestepped through recourses
and concessions to a (neo)pragmatist trust in procedural
populist testing of values solely on grounds of outcomes.
This does not mean, of course, that certain ideas are removed
from public interrogation. But it means that without a
conception of the good as corresponding to some truths
and a notion of truth as transcendence of social currency
(Papastephanou 2006), there is no way of drawing this very
distinction between beneficial and non-beneficial change.
Criteria of truth are inserted as soon as we ask: beneficial
to whom? What is benefit? Who and what determines human
need, interest and desire and other such notions that underpin
conceptions of benefit?

New Challenges

Despite its enduring influence and its academic institutionali-
zation, educational action research as a mode of critical social
science has lately confronted a twofold challenge, on the
empirical and on the theoretical plane. Carr and Kemmis
(2005) describe the empirical challenge that action research

179

confronted in the years since the publication of their influential
book (1986) as a profound undermining of the teachers’
professional autonomy. ‘The accountability movement of the
1980s and the massive re-regulation and hyper-rationalisation
of schooling in the 1990s have been the two basic vectors of
this challenge to the exercise of autonomous professional
judgement. ‘Although many advocacies for action and practi-
tioner research, including Donald Schon’s notion of the
“reflective practitioner” have continued to encourage teachers
to develop their professional practice, the social and political
conditions of work in the profession are substantially counter
to this trend’ (Carr and Kemmis 2005, p. 350). The new
hindrances to educational autonomy have, according to Carr
and Kemmis, had a troubling and increasingly obvious corol-
lary. As action research ‘became an institutionalised model of
in-service teacher education, so some forms of action research
have become detached from any emancipatory aspirations and
transformed into little more than a research method that could
be readily assimilated to and accommodated within the
broader requirements of the orthodox research paradigms we
had intended to replace’ (Carr and Kemmis 2005, p. 351).
Thus action research itself has fallen victim to the theory
versus practice dualism both in the sense of being pushed to
an either/or drastic choice between an estranged academic
discourse and the automation of daily professionalism as
well as in the sense of having to come to terms with an
escalating reification of thinking and acting where words
part company with deeds.

The theoretical challenge has been felt in educational
action research contexts as an epistemological and ethico-
political trauma caused by the blanket critique of the
cherished ideals of modernity that had nourished action
research normatively in the first place. ‘With the rise of
that complex configuration now known as “postmodernism”,
the project of modernity is deemed by some to have outlived
its usefulness and the Enlightenment meta-narrative of
human emancipation that underwrote the argument of
Becoming Critical is regarded as obsolete’ (Carr and
Kemmis 2005, p. 353).

In what follows, I shall deal only with this theoretical
challenge and I shall explore the new philosophical light that
can be shed on the basic notions that underlie the theory —
practice opposition beyond the modernism versus post-
modernism divide. First, I shall broach the issue through
reference to Elliott’s critique of the received philosophical
underpinnings of action research because this move will
make the theoretical stakes of action research stand out
better. A discussion of those of Elliott’s arguments that
concretize the theoretical postmodern challenge in the edu-
cational action research context will prepare the ground for
my approach to the challenge itself.
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Neo-pragmatist Objections to the Habermas-
Inspired Action Research

Carr and Kemmis retain from the first edition of their book
as still viable and defensible ‘the insistence that educational
practice can only be made intelligible by reference to the
Aristotelian concepts of praxis — morally informed action
aimed at achieving some ethical “good” — and phronesis —
the mode of practical reasoning appropriate to deciding
what, in any particular concrete situation would constitute
an appropriate expression of this “good”’ (Carr and Kemmis
2005, p. 352). They argue that such a conception of praxis is
better served by a philosophical framework that makes use
of the epistemological ground that the Habermasian notion
of rationality has covered.

By contrast, for Elliott, Habermas’s communicative ratio-
nality is part of the problem that action research confronts
rather than its solution. What is implied in Elliott’s critique is
that Habermasian theory suffers from the authoritarian
finalism that is so often chastised by postmodern critics of
the legitimating force that modernity attributed to reason. ‘For
Habermas, undistorted, free and open practical discourse that
is aimed at achieving an unforced consensus presupposes that
participants are an avant-garde who have “completed the
processes of enlightenment™” (Elliott 2005, p. 361). It is not
clear in Elliott’s text which Habermasian work is the source of
the latter phrase, but, at least, from the middle period of
Habermas’s writings and on, nothing is presented as
completed or known in advance, save the normative
presuppositions of argumentation. Even those have, through
various Habermasian concessions to anti-foundationalism,
been put forward in a grammatical' rather than in a transcen-
dental sense (Habermas 1991, pp. 231-3), and that has
precisely been one of his points of contention with K.-O.
Apel (Papastephanou 1997, p. 50). Moreover, for Habermas
and Apel, discursive procedures are will- and opinion- forma-
tive; they are not the kind of argumentative negotiation that
leaves prior assumptions unchanged. If the completion of the
processes of enlightenment meant that the actors knew the
valid arguments prior to the actual dialogue, the idea of an
opinion-formative dialogue, perhaps the idea of dialogue
itself, would be expendable. If the agents were an avant-
garde who had completed the processes of enlightenment,
then the subjects of dialogue would be a limited and
‘enlightened’ élite, and not all those affected by a norm, as
they are for the Habermas of the 1990s on (for example,

"That is, as presuppositions of testing validity, the presuppositions of
argumentative discourse are non-circumventible, but, as grammatical
sentences, they are subject to empirical testing themselves and are in
principle themselves open to revision.
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Habermas 1992). That they should be bound by the minimum
requirements for a dialogue to be possible, i.e. a sense of co-
responsibility and dialogical equality is hardly an avant-
gardish expectation. Equality and responsibility are
‘obligations’ and ‘promises’ we implicitly make to others
from the very moment we enter a practical discourse with
them (Papastephanou 1997, p. 47).

Yet, modernist finalism or closure is not Elliott’s main
objection to Habermas and, consequently, to Carr and
Kemmis. More importantly, he criticizes them for the
fact that, although they aspire to provide a critical theory
whose practical intent is the emancipation of the
oppressed, they fail to provide ‘some understanding of
how the material conditions for the organization of action
through ideologically undistorted practical discourse
might be concretely realised and objectively instituted in
our social and political institutions’ (Elliott 2005, p. 361).
Thus he concludes that the link between theory and prac-
tice is not achieved.

There are arguments for and against Elliott’s criticism. It is
true that Ideologiekritik often appears to be an empty letter,
inoperative and self-exonerating. Elliott’s remark proves right
in cases where a newly acquired knowledge or critical posi-
tion about an issue (especially a political one) often leads
many people to a self-congratulation that appeases discontent
and domesticates critique. It offers no guidance to appropriate
action and it does not translate into energetic intervention in
concrete matters. Arguments against Elliott’s position con-
cern the epistemological demarcation of a critical theory’s
province. The task of a critical theory aiming to determine the
relation of theory and practice is primarily a cognitive wager;
it does not guarantee the successful passage to actual change.
First and foremost, it operates at a justificatory level. If it has
any motivational significance or material consequence (and it
sometimes has), this is derivative precisely from the force of
its felicitous description of how theory should relate to prac-
tice. This is by no means a simply therapeutic feat, as Elliott
states (2005, p. 362), if by the latter one understands some-
thing that makes you feel better. It is more than therapeutic
because it leads to a cognitive transformation that, without
being a sufficient condition for appropriate action, it is a
necessary one.

An example: when the issue of a political conflict comes
up in classroom discussion, knowing all the facts and details
about it and having endorsed the appropriate moral
principles does not automatically lead the teacher or the
students to adopting the right stance or theorizing the steps
people should take to dealing out justice. Yet, not knowing
the facts and details of the issue and being unclear about the
moral principles at stake deprives them from the means to
form an opinion about the issue at all, unless we suppose a
kind of ultra-metaphysical position that a “gut feeling” leads
them to truth either by actively participating in the lives of
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those involved in the conflict or by listening to disparate
narratives here and there.”

Now, to argue that a fair, accurate and informative, theo-
retical account of the stakes of a conflict is itself to be
blamed for the agent’s failure to swing into appropriate
action is like blaming Newton for one’s fall from the fifth
floor, for failing supposedly to secure that humanity will
always deal successfully with the law of gravity. A convinc-
ing reworking of the theory—practice relation is not one that
expects everything from theory to the point of subjugating
practice and performing its tasks. Various theories should be
critiqued and contrasted to one another regarding their
descriptive validity and normative force, not regarding
their successfulness at inspiring and urging people to action
— not because the latter is not legitimate or desirable but
rather because it does not depend on the theory itself and
does not fall within its immediate province. If the opposite
were the case, then we should regard as the best theory the
one that backed Nazism, for it managed to persuade and
urge to action in the quickest and most sweeping way very
many people and acquired ‘practical’ significance at once.

I believe that my difference with Elliott on this boils
down to a difference in starting point rather than endpoint.
When he writes that ‘therapeutic critiques that promote
critical self-reflection do not necessarily translate into
empowering people to take action for the sake of an ideal’
(2005, p. 362), the question that emerges is: can they auto-
matically translate into empowerment and is it their fault
when they do not? With an example: if one has been led
through critique — therapeutic or not — to hold aggressive
wars morally repugnant but fails to activate this principle
when her country is involved and comes up with all kinds of
rationalization for this, is the principle itself and the critique
that led to its formation to be blamed? Is the principle itself
thereby falsified? For her, what is needed is an immanent
critique, from within her own admissions; for a person who
does not share the principle of avoiding aggressive wars
what is needed is a transcendent critique, that is, from
without. The argumentative distance that needs to be cov-
ered is usually longer in the second case. It is fair enough to
consider some routes to critical self-reflection anaemic,
lacking compelling motivational force and uninspiring. But
can critique be presented as unworthy or not valid because it
produced no effect in a given appropriate context? Doing the
latter entails that one’s absolutized starting point is a utili-
tarian framework of gains and losses where ideas are judged
not on grounds of validity, deontological desirability and
acceptability, but on grounds of a risk-averse preoccupation

20f course, such narratives are an indispensable part of an informed
account of the issue but they in no way exhaust a more systematic and
methodical approach.
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with utility,® applicability and immediate results. Issues of
justification are different from issues of motivation and
performativity, and they should be judged separately.

Then again, in agreement with Elliott, as I construe his
concerns beyond what is stated in his text, philosophy of
education should start paying attention to its inspiring
possibilities and abandon the elitist excuse that, when a
message is not heard, the blame is entirely on the deaf
ears. Having said that, becoming critical may not be ‘enough
to become empowered as a change agent’ (Elliott 2005,
p. 362), but it is a first step, and a ‘non-circumventible’
(Apel’s term, see Papastephanou 1997) one for that matter.
It is also an ongoing necessity that staves off the danger of
becoming a change agent for the worse and not for the better.
It is true that, for empowerment, action ‘requires further
conditions to apply, such as having the “power motivation”
and capabilities (cognitive abilities and dispositions) neces-
sary for exercising agency in a situation’ (Elliott 2005,
p. 362). But the question that arises here again is whether
the lack of such conditions should burden the theoretical
proposals of a critical social science. Besides, for such
conditions to appear and operate, the whole transvaluation
of society is needed and not just the procedural guidance of a
book with practical intent (such as Carr and Kemmis’s),
even if such guidance were the optimal. For there we
encounter the intractable problem of how education is
implicated in conservative reproductive systemic relations
as well as what I have described in the beginning as the
empirical challenge of contemporary action research.

Despite the pertinence of many of his criticisms, Elliott
seems to presuppose criticality as an accomplished reality or
a widely accepted and uncontested matter of fact that needs
no elaboration and debate, and the crucial matter now is to
formulate prescriptions of action. To be motivated to do
something you consider good and to have the capabilities
to do it at the right time and place does not absolve you from
the task of scrutinizing what you consider good and why.
The issue of the ends of action persists and demands a
constant critical vigilance on the part of the practitioner.
For example, one may assume that, as a critical thinker
immersed in the dominant globalist discourse, a teacher
entertains the idea that, to be truly cosmopolitan, all you
need is to cross geographical borders. Suppose also that this
teacher is motivated to organize his practice along this idea,
has the capabilities for exercising agency in the appropriate
situation, and plans his classroom research around such an
axis. Now, if he is not vigilant enough to seek the approaches
on cosmopolitanism that reconsider and problematize its

3 Such is the case of Rorty’s neo-pragmatism, where, in Rorty’s words,
‘the question should always be “what use is it” rather than “is it real?””’
(1993, p. 445).
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conventional ‘truths’, approaches that are a step ahead, so to
speak, this practitioner will carry on to direct his efforts to
the cultivation of what he still considers good and worth
pursuing but some sound philosophical argumentation has
found implausible. Theoretical vigilance is not suspension of
judgement and of action; it is methodical and consistent
research in the body of work that is relevant to a specific
topic but as yet ‘unexploited’ in actual contexts or non-
sedimented as socially current. Empowerment, in turn, is
not a good on its own, irrespective of what this newly
acquired power is for. The motivational dimension is valu-
able, but only when it emanates from the right balance of the
cognitive, the ethical and the affective.

The Sciences, the Better, the We and the Values
of Neo-pragmatism

To summarize, a crucial theoretical difference in major
tendencies and directions of action research now in the
Anglophone context is the tradition in which they are
grounded. Elliott ascribes what he sees as serious design
faults of Carr and Kemmis’s approach to an exaggerated
dependence on the work of Habermas and other critical
theorists (Elliott 2005, p. 364). His sympathies seem to be
with the postmodern questioning of the ideals of modernity
and his criticisms reflect the main points of the theoretical
challenge that postmodernism presents for Critical Theory-
inspired action research. The redemptive force of the cri-
tique of ideology is charged with finalism, the apriorism of
criticality is seen as therapeutic-qua-ineffective, and the
emancipatory aim of critical reflection is viewed as lacking
empowering potential and perpetuating the theory versus
practice dichotomy.
It is clear that Elliott’s preference is a neo-pragmatic,
Rortian line of thought (2005, p. 370). In his own words,
Rorty has suggested that inquiry is simply a tool at our disposal to
make life better. Sometimes we will want it shaped to make
technological progress while at other times we will want to
shape it to make other kinds of progress. Rorty provides an
example of inquiry directed to achieving a coordinated pattern
of political behaviour in the form of a proper balance of powers
between different branches of government. Such inquiry is no less
scientific than one that investigates the microstructure of material
bodies to make technological progress. From his point of view
and mine (that of pragmatism) there is “no sharp break” between
natural and social science, or between areas of our culture

generally. They are all part of an endeavour to make life better.
(Elliott 2005, pp. 370—1; emphasis mine)

The idea that there is no sharp break between the sciences
and areas of our culture and that they are all part of an
endeavour to make life better is generally apposite, but it
can be misleading here: that no field of endeavour is entitled
to reign over the others (consider the very many criticisms of
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the Kantian proclamation of philosophy ‘the queen of the
sciences’) does not entail levelling sciences as to their rela-
tion to the meaning of the human good. The approximation
of the meaning of making life better, I have argued else-
where (Papastephanou 20006), is, perhaps not exclusively but
surely mainly, the burden of a thought that has as its task to
jump ahead, in the sense of problematizing precisely what
for others remains unproblematic. Philosophy treats the
meaning of ‘making life better’ in a way that breaks sharply
from other approximations, because it approaches it in a
non-statistical, in a more singular, fashion. Contra the
major tendency in pragmatist theorizations to see a more
ambitious philosophy as dispensable (Rorty 1993, p. 445)
because its task is supposedly that of all other scientific
theories democratically competing for people’s attention,
philosophy has the unique prerogative to speak for the
unique. One of the reasons for which human sciences cannot
replace philosophy is, according to Alain Badiou, the fact
that human sciences have become the home of the statistical
sciences. They are:
themselves caught up in the circulation of meaning and its
polyvalence, because they measure rates of circulation. That is
their purpose. At base they are in the service of polls, election
predictions, demographic averages, epidemiological rates, tastes
and distastes, and all that certainly makes for interesting labour.
But this statistical and numerical information has nothing to do
with what humanity, nor what each absolutely singular being, is
about. [...] Philosophy is thus required by the world to be a
philosophy of singularity, to be capable of pronouncing and
thinking the singular, which is precisely what the general appa-

ratus of human sciences does not have as its vocation.
(Badiou 2005, pp. 3940)

To return to the approving account of Rorty by Elliott in
the previous citation, the arbitrary voluntarism of ‘we will
want it’ and ‘to make life better’ is as much a problem as the
levelling of areas of culture. Better for whom and for what?
This would be another pertinent moment for bringing up
again the Nazism example, but let us single out a less blatant
case that cannot attract the protest that one of the darkest and
rarest (?) events of human history (i.e. the exception) should
not be the yardstick for judging evolving continuity (i.e. the
rule). Inquiry has, amongst other things, been used to make
the life of the colonizer better and it arguably has done so for
generations ahead, even long after colonialism had ceased to
be operative. But it has made life unbearable and unmanage-
able for some others, again, even after many years since the
end of colonialism had passed. That colonialism collapsed
from within at a later historical point in the course of actual
historical change is no much consolation for those who suf-
fered irreversible damage. One might say that for failures to
do what is right, people learn by the consequences after the
event, so it is practice that reveals the shortcomings of wrong
ideas and causes change in direction. But that is a retroactive —
albeit valuable — occurrence that reinforces instead of
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annulling the proactive qualities of critical thinking. The latter
protects from the belatedness of practical realization, the
contre-temps of being no longer able to undo the con-
sequences of your previous ideological commitments trans-
lated into actions. Further, modification in the light of
experience (Elliott 2005, p. 369) means to me that, if some-
thing does not present an empirical difficulty, a problem that
‘cries out’ for a solution, then, things can carry on forever
unaltered and unchallenged. Thus, it is precisely because of
this ‘better’ and the arbitrary, free-floating meaning it
acquires when it is not restricted by supra-individual and
supra-cultural criteria that inquiry cannot simply be a tool
for improvement but rather a constant exercise in examining
life and the good it aspires to by considering immanent and
transcendent discourse. And who is this ‘we’ that has inquiry
at its [‘our’] disposal and uses it at will?

For Rorty, ‘us’ can, at our best (i.e. ‘us as we should like
to be’), only mean ‘us educated, sophisticated, tolerant, wet
liberals, the people who are always willing to hear the other
side, to think out all the implications, etc.” (Rorty 1993,
pp. 451-2). Apart from the fact that one could arguably
object that each of the adjectives constitutes an elitist myth
in itself, the idea of the wet liberals described as always
willing to hear the other side seems like a half-truth. Yes,
wet liberals may be willing to hear the other side; but only to
shrug off their shoulders indifferently reasserting that each
side has its own rationale and right to state its opinion or ‘tell
its own story’ (as a fashionable pragmatist cliché has it), but
there is nothing context-transcending to invoke so as to take
a side and decide the truth of the case. They lack supra-
subjective criteria, strength and willingness to take forceful
action for changing their priorities to something more than
just mediocre and minor piecemeal engineering, in a world
where unnoticed major and rapid change to the worse, espe-
cially environmentally, makes the idea of slow progress
through practical trial and error much more than just a
practical joke. Nourished with the self-recuperative solace
— common to capitalism and its theoretical underpinnings —
that a historical stage has been achieved, where auto-
correction and forward-looking adjustment makes radical
theoretical critique redundant, this ‘we’ has brought the
world to the brink of disaster without losing its unwarranted
faith in itself. If that is our best, then, it is too little.

Elliott’s complaint about the critical theoretical version
of action research is that, for it, ‘practical discourse only
becomes “critical” when its participants have been
enlightened by the application of critical theorems
constructed through theoretical discourse’ (2005 p. 367).
If what is implied here is the assumption of many
practitioners that theoretical discourse is a unified field
from which they can draw ready-made ideas that are auto-
matically transferable and applicable to various contexts,
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then Elliott is right to complain. He would even be right to
claim that this is the most uncritical (and detrimental to
reflection) way to treat both theory and practice. Philosophy
of education as an academic subject has much to strive for in
the direction of undoing this assumption. Then again,
teachers should not be expected to be specialized enough
to produce and research in theoretical matters themselves.
But they should be able to search in philosophy, find ideas,
compare them, explore current and older debates and gain
insight through the challenge to consolidated views that
good theoretical debates present. Critical thought is height-
ened through such a relation to theoretical discourse, not
transferred directly as an object obtained by theory as such
and applied invariably.

Elliott’s aim has been to ‘develop concrete strategies for
linking research to practice in a form that enabled teachers to
effect change in their classrooms in the light of their educa-
tional values’ (2005, p. 369). Their educational values: each
of these words presents a serious difficulty. Teachers’ values
are not simply educational. They mirror, presuppose and
sustain more general societal values. They are not quite
theirs because they are not solipsistically constructed. They
are in a more complex relation to the self and its various
others (society, individuals, institutions, etc.). An additional
problem that must be dealt with caution concerns the fact
that the feeling that an idea is one’s own often functions as
an excuse for the idea not being revised. Ownership of ideas
is often attributed to a social agent for populist reasons, in
order for the one who does so to claim for herself the credit
of a democratic thinker who does not patronize people
depriving them from their capacity to have their own mind.
But, like reasons,® values too are not owned by the subject
but owed to the others: they bind us in a relation of commit-
ment and responsibility. They do not simply protect their
‘owner’ as a free, autonomous being and they do not protect
her from the critical judgment of others. And whether they
are values in the sense of being worthwhile and deserve
one’s commitment and a wider educational hegemony is
also not automatically settled. Educational values must be
judged as to the way they relate to emancipation and images
of human perfectibility (in need of public interrogation) and
the way in which they could be connected to context-
transcending critique and philosophy. Thus, we are again
led back to the initial problem: are emancipation and tran-
scendent critique still meaningful enough to inform educa-
tional values as I have just claimed?

“Here 1 am adapting Cooke’s reference (2006, p. 138ff) to Jean
Cohen’s discussion of possessive individualism with regard to reasons
so as to make it relevant to my discussion of values.
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Meeting the Theoretical Challenge

Carr and Kemmis explain that in responding to some post-
modernist challenges, they would adopt a Habermasian
line, ‘attempting to show which of the claims against an
emancipatory interest are misguided, exaggerated or other-
wise contradictory’. They would aim to show
that there is still sense in the notion of “emancipation”, socially,
politically, culturally and in terms of rationality itself — that
critical rationality, while never complete and fulfilled, and
while always reflexively open to new perspectives and
corrections, still offers a way for people to think themselves
out of their presuppositions, taken-for-granted assumptions,
habits of mind and existing expectations about how the world

is and should be ordered.
(Carr and Kemmis 2005, p. 354)

I agree with Carr and Kemmis’s response and here I shall
back it up philosophically in a broader fashion. For, not only
Habermas, whose views are often mistakenly assigned
exclusively to modernism, while all their affinities with
postmodernism are silenced,’ but also a whole line of
thought is still dedicated to the defence of an emancipatory
criticality that disrupts taken-for-granted assumptions and
habits of mind. Context-transcendence as the ideality of
human perfectibility is still theoretically supported in multi-
ple ways. Drawing from sources as diverse as the Socratic
elenchos and Hannah Arendt’s (1989) critique of everyday
normalcy, this line of thought urges us to question sweeping
conventional truths that are solidified; interestingly, one
such truth is the fashionable idea that the postmodern attack
on emancipation and rationality is wholesale, promoting the
assumption that all theories within postmodernism are at one
when such attack is concerned.

In fact, I propose that the emancipatory ideal and con-
comitant imageries of human perfectibility, i.e. arguments
and desire for change along dictates of context-transcending
critique and reason, can be defended through a twofold
strategy that I can only indicate here. On the one hand,
applying a transcendent critique (that is, from the outset) to
postmodernism, we can indicate that (a) postmodernist con-
cordance on the obsolescence of rational legitimacy is itself
now being questioned and even charged by some with obso-
lescence. Then, (b) it can be shown that postmodernist
theories are not always dismissive of the legitimating
power of reason, and postmodernism itself is not univocal
on the issue of criticality and emancipation.

3 For instance, the convergence between Habermasian ideas and
postmodernism is stated and convincingly argued by Peter Dews in
his Logics of Disintegration (1987).

M. Papastephanou
A Critique of Postmodernism from the Outset

There are new tendencies in philosophy that operate
outside the general theoretical premises of postmodernism
(without being necessarily at odds with some of them) and
rehabilitate context-transcendence as that which interrupts
the automatism of everyday life. Here I shall limit my
exposition solely to indicative gleanings from those
tendencies for reasons of space. One such tendency re-
volves around a renewed interest in Arendt’s arguments
about the infiltration of practice and criticality with statis-
tics and calculative reason and about a possible over-
coming of this reification through a conception of action
as ‘miraculous’ and ‘unexpected’ (1989 p. 246), that is, as
having a transcendent quality. In terms that are far more
polemical to postmodernism, Badiou retrieves theories
(e.g. Platonism) that have been totally dismissed by post-
modern orthodoxy, highlights the problems of the ‘end of
philosophy’ discourse and attacks the arrogance of the
critics of meta-narratives (Badiou 1999, pp. 27ff). ‘It is
never really modest to declare an “end”, a completion, a
radical impasse. The announcement of the “End of the
Grand Narratives” is as immodest as the Grand narrative
itself, the certainty of the “end of metaphysics” proceeds
within the metaphysical element of certainty’ (Badiou
1999, p. 31).°

Within the Anglo-American line of thought that brings
post-analytic philosophy in constructive dialogue with the
continental trends, we encounter the return of several
versions of context-transcendence. For Robert Brandom,
validity obtains its necessary transcendence of mere utility
or social acceptability from the representational character of
concepts; that is, the character that makes concepts answer-
able to what actually is the case in the extra-linguistic world
(Brandom 1994, pp. 594-595). For Christopher Norris, nei-
ther emancipation nor the critique of ideology loses its
significance, when metaphysical pretensions to closure and
dogmatic transcendence are questioned. The notion of ideol-
ogy can be understood in a non-absolutist way, as equivalent
to Spinoza’s ‘knowledge of imagination’, i.e. ‘the kind of
“natural” or pre-reflective attitude that accepts what is given
in a commonsense way, and finds no reason to question or to
criticize the grounds of naive sense-certainty’ (Norris 1991,
p- 35). Critique of ideology, then, is the consistent and
reflective questioning of established habits of thought and
conventional wisdom.

© Parenthetically, the revival of older paradigms through the work of
Badiou on truth and redemptive politics, a work that has not been
discussed in educational action research contexts yet, is capable of
rejuvenating educational theory in unprecedented ways.
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Of course, there are many other instances, apart from
those specified here, that substantiate the argument of this
comeback of transcendence against the postmodern vogue;
needless to say, more traditionally grounded defences of
truth, emancipation, and critique of ideology have also
continued unabated. But what is more important is the rea-
son for the comeback; the postmodern emphasis on context-
specificity, absence of criteriology and blanket critique of
modernity has been seen as leading to very negative theoret-
ical implications. As Cooke succinctly puts it, ‘in the end we
seem to be left with a choice between authoritarianism,
decisionism, or conventionalism: either some authority
tells us whether propositions are valid, or we decide our-
selves on contingent grounds, or we appeal to the procedures
for determining validity, or to the standards of validity that
happen to be already socially established’ (2006, p. 174).

A Critique of Postmodernism from Within

Despite the widely-held view to the opposite, post-
modernism is in no way uniform on the issue of emancipa-
tion (Dews 1987). As a broad framework of thought,
postmodernism comprises figures as diverse as Rorty, who
rejects emancipation because there is no humanity in chains
(see Papastephanou 2000, p. 401) and Derrida, who defends
emancipation because there is nothing less outdated than
the emancipatory ideal (Papastephanou 2000, p. 413). Or,
other thinkers defend emancipation but have an ambivalent
relation to its connection to criticality. I will explain this
latter possibility through some brief reference to Judith
Butler and Ernesto Laclau. Applying an immanent critique
to their ideas, we can show that the very same theorists who
have largely endorsed the postmodernist antipathy for
context-transcending truth are bound to invoke it when
they commit themselves to some implicit idea of the good.

Before moving on, it has first to be explained that even
when some theorists diverge extremely on the issue of
emancipation and rational criticality and are largely
associated with the opposite theses of the modernism —
postmodernism divide, things are not as neat and clear-cut
as they are often presented to be. This is important because it
has a bearing on the supposed rigid demarcation of camps
that appears to determine the philosophical understanding of
some educational theorists today.7 To them, the Frankfurt
School is here, neo-pragmatism is there. However, in reality,
Apel, Habermas (and the newer generation of thinkers

7 By this I do not refer to, or incriminate, Elliott’s position. Elliott has at
various points employed both schools of thought (Papastephanou
2006).
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associated with the Frankfurt School such as Axel Honneth,
Albrecht Wellmer, and Nancy Fraser) and many others are
committed as much as Rorty to ‘an idea of agency in which
argumentative reasoning is a core component’ (Cooke 2006,
p- 75). Where they differ, and do so in decisive ways, is in
the position they occupy in the line of thought that extends
from the context-transcendence of universalism or even
post-metaphysical foundationalism to the absolute imma-
nence of radical contextualism. Thus, when other thinkers
such as Butler, for instance, reject the argumentative model,
they are on this as distant from Rorty, who belongs, at first
sight, in the same camp with them, as they are from the
Frankfurt School, which is typically treated as the obvious
polemical opponent.

As I described in the beginning of this section, we may
have another possible treatment of emancipation, one that
accepts it as a goal but problematizes its connection to
discursive criticality. Butler (2000, pp. 37-41) dismisses
the argumentation model of critical social theory that
assumes universal presuppositions of linguistically mediated
interaction as well as any argumentation model that would
favour explicitly or implicitly the stable capacities of
humanity either on grounds of the commonality of human
nature or on grounds of accumulated human experience and
progress. Evidently, as I have said, this affects equally the
Habermasian version of the argumentation model that is
based on a procedural consensus theory of truth and the
Rortian model of conversation that relies on social imma-
nence, i.e. a context-specific and ethnocentric distinction
between persuasion and force (Papastephanou 2000).
Butler’s preferred mode of critical social theory is that of
performativity. Performativity as somatic expression or
more generally non-argumentative, non-verbal social inter-
vention and creative re-enactment of human experience
undoes the closure that is effected, according to Butler,
every time the variable and revisable nature of historicity
is occluded by rational order. Yet, Butler’s theory is by no
means against any criteriology that would decide in context-
transcending ways, but not statically, what should be
socially desirable or not. Her social theory is critical in a
kind of universalist sense precisely because she advances
unconditional questioning and interrogation of established
meanings. On this, she is much closer to Habermas rather
than to Rorty.

Like Butler, Laclau also endorses radical democratic
concerns that compel him to engage with the question of
context-transcendence, despite his reticence to deal
directly with issues of validity and justification (again, in
agreement with Butler). Hence, he assumes that ethical
objectives constitute a desirable context-transcendent
object, which he further describes as devoid of concrete
content. Although he accepts ethical context-transcendence
and emancipatory commitments, he rejects idealized



186

standards of validity and the specification of normative
presuppositions of argumentation (even the formalist
ones) as supposedly metaphysical. From his poststruc-
turalist standpoint, Laclau would agree with Elliott that
Habermas promotes a vision of an ideal speech situation
that delimits in a universalistic manner the normativity of
transcendence prior to actual, practical and democratic
collective verdict (Laclau 2000, pp. 81-2). Thus Laclau
would prefer to preserve the transcendent object as an
empty place.

To summarize and critique the two positions, of Butler
and of Laclau, I shall rely here on Cooke. As Cooke writes,
‘Butler does not reject universal concepts such as democ-
racy, freedom, truth or, indeed, the concept of universality
itself. What she rejects is the closure of such concepts: static
conceptions that refuse to acknowledge their own depen-
dency on particular cultural values, fail to respond to their
own constitutive exclusions, and block attempts to rearticu-
late them in more inclusive and emancipatory ways’ (Cooke
2006, p. 78). Laclau, in turn, ‘seems reluctant to allow any
ethical content to the transcendent object for fear that sin-
gling out certain goals in advance as ethically valid ones
would lead to a closure of the democratic process’ (Cooke
2006, p. 94). In my opinion, what both theorists overlook is
that no matter how motivating and powerful an ideal might
be, it cannot dispense with the justificatory ‘pause for
thought’, i.e., with the moment when the perennialism of
deconstructive undecidability is suspended and the argu-
mentatively besieged void is filled with the most convincing
content. That is, there is a strong connection between justifi-
cation and motivation, for if the former is inadequate, the
motivating power of an image of the good is too weak as
well as too arbitrary. When the transcendent object is
divorced from the force of the better argument or described
as void, the problem that arises is that the distance separating
its various approximations appears invariable, leading to
relativist conclusions. Ultimately, in such universes, all
theories are equidistant from truth.®

Moving directly (for reasons of space) to the conclusions
of Cooke’s critique of Butler and Laclau, we see that, to
Cooke, both theorists fall prey to their hostility to what they
regard as reconciliatory and rationalist residues in Apel,
Habermas and the new generation of the Frankfurt School
critical theory. It turns against their own approach because it

8 Cooke raises a similar objection to Laclau in 2006, p. 157 and further
objections to Laclau in fn 2, p. 229. Also, in assuming the transcendent
object as void, Laclau ‘denies the possibility of an ethical relation
between object and representation, with the result that the transcendent
object loses its regulative functions’ (Cooke 2006, p. 93).
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leads them to a costly unwillingness to address their own
theoretical problems on the justificatory plane (Cooke 2006,
pp. 73-95). What is important for educational action
research is that the concerns of its protagonists, from Elliott
down to Carr and Kemmis are in no way obsolete, since the
discussion of their key concepts continues relentlessly and
vividly. Thus, the argument: that educational action research
is bypassed by postmodernism and by the expiration of the
emancipatory ideal; or that the criticisms addressed to
Habermas’s critical theory have reduced or effaced the sig-
nificance of justificatory issues is implausible. As for
adherents to the poststructuralist trend, the justificatory
plane may be less dominant and the emphasis on argumen-
tative reasoning suspect from the start, but the motivational
force of the ethico-political commitment to particular
conceptions of the good as emancipation and redirection is
no less apparent and demands argumentative support.
As Cooke argues, ‘ideas of context-transcending validity
have not become unthinkable’ and the ideas of immanence
and transcendence ‘are not deeply incongruent but must be
set in dialectical motion’ (2006, p. 74).

Conclusion

A reformulated and democratized conception of reason
steers clear from the finalism of over-determined, detailed
portrayals of human perfectibility. Yet, as Cooke succinctly
argues, this conception of reason has to preserve a context-
transcending quality and to balance out critical immanence
with modest transcendence. Otherwise it loses sight of cul-
tural learning processes and becomes unable to account for
the permeability, revisability and universalizability of life
forms. Positing truth as a transcendent object that is purely
void does not succeed in staving off relativism. Consensual
as well as agonistic notions of truth (both in their conver-
gence and divergence or their shortcomings and merits)
reveal the complexity of issues of validity regarding com-
peting positions on ethical life.

Against philosophies that fail to mediate between theory
and practice or fail to strike the right balance of determinacy
and open-endeness, what is still defensible is not only the
force of the better argument, as it is the case with most
accounts within the framework of philosophy of intersubjec-
tivity, but also the force of the pictorial element in ethics that
can motivate human redirection and social change. Through
her professional action, the teacher can contribute to both: she
can serve a communicative ideal of discursive search for what
‘a good life’ might mean; and she can also approximate or
incarnate a concrete image of how the subjects of a better life
might be. This could be a true reconciliation of words and
deeds in a harmonious interplay, where theory and practice
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meet in a relation of mutual fidelity. To this end, educational
action research can carry on to be an additional methodologi-
cal assistance, while seeking ways to its own improvement.
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Olav Eikeland

Abstract

In discussing modernism versus post-modernism, positing “transcendent” universal and
“immanent” local standards as contrary opposites works as an inhibiting straitjacket. This
comment on Marianna Papastephanou’s article attempts to support and reinforce her
critical theorist intentions to overcome this opposition by invoking viewpoints from the
philosophy of Aristotle, interpreted as a dialectical philosopher in light of the totality of
the Corpus Aristotelicum, not by isolating his practical from his theoretical philosophy. The
argument is that immanent transcendence is both possible and necessary in every local
human culture, already implied in the concept of immanent critique.
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Marianna Papastephanou has contributed a thought-
provoking piece taking discussions among educational
action researchers (Carr and Kemmis 2005, and Elliott
2005) as her starting point in examining the conceptualiza-
tion and characterization of research in education. She asks,
should action research base itself on critical theory, on
Aristotelian phrénésis, or on a neo-pragmatic postmo-
dernism rejecting abstract idealism on behalf of “reason”
in favour of a radical contextualism related to local
standards? Indeed, Papastephanou construes the theoretical
opposition sharply in terms of a contextualism bound by
local habits and customs versus a transcendence of local
traditions that relates to standards somehow more universal
(a priori according to Elliott 2005).

These questions and contrasts concern not only action
researchers, of course. Can anyone criticize “ways-of-
doing-things” shaped and determined through local cultures
and traditions, without relating to standards transcending the
same cultures and traditions? In what direction should we
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Faculty of Education and International Studies, Akershus University
College, Kjeller, Norway

e-mail: olav.eikeland@hioa.no

A.D. Reid et al. (eds.), A Companion to Research in Education,

develop our individual and collective practice, towards
which standards? Cultures are greatly variegated; how
can we choose one before another, by which criteria?
How can we choose standards non-arbitrarily, as more than
just private or group preferences? Or can’t we choose at all;
just accept — rationalize — whatever we’re habituated into, or
seduced into liking, or even biologically determined to
prefer?

But being “against” or “in favour” of something on grounds
like these — culture against culture, tradition against tradition,
belief against belief, habit against habit, preference against
preference, desire against desire — is insufficient. It suggests
a Hobbesian “natural state” takes priority: bellum omnium
contra omnes, [the war of all against all] or, at best, a purely
rhetorical regime of persuasion and seduction. Yet isn’t this
how both post-modernism and modern complexity theory
tell us cultural patterns evolve: as different forces push and
pull, new patterns emerge similarly whether in interstellar
space, in bath-tubs, in ant-hills, or in human societies? Even
Wittgenstein (1969, §§ 34, 110, 139) concluded that ultimately,
different practices have to speak for themselves as ungrounded
ways of acting, simply being as they are.

So, how can we imagine a critical stance and radical
change non-arbitrarily, how can we sort good from bad
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within a culture, how can different cultures approach each
other without some transcending and commonly binding
ideas of e.g. “the good life”, fairness, justice, and so forth?
It is the point at which neo-pragmatism separates from
critical theory, according to Papastephanou. Yet it is a theo-
retical discussion since practically, both individuals
and cultures keep either conforming or transforming
continuously, apparently irrespectively of all theoretical
considerations. But as long as we think justifications and
trying to understand (not just modelling and predicting) are
important to research in education, theoretical clarifications
remain so too.

For Papastephanou, the neo-pragmatist position appears
only to have theoretical resources for incremental improve-
ments, that is, by solving problems or resolving culture-
internal pragmatic contradictions (“single loop learning”,
according to Argyris and Schon 1978) while critical theory
contains possibilities for radical, transformative change
(“‘double loop learning”). Moreover, critical theory may con-
sider local ideas about the good as faulty (p. 179). How so?

For action research, the neo-pragmatist (read post-
modernist) perspective seems only to allow for improving
the means within given cultural and institutional frameworks
setting ends. It approximates to the instrumental (and mod-
ernist) reason of David Hume (1739-40:413-18, 457-59):
slave of the passions setting preferred aims and ends for
instrumental reasoning calculating means. But if we cannot
rationally question and transcend the given ends and institu-
tional settings for modern (or any) educational regimes, both
we and every culture and epoch are not only practically
but even theoretically framed and trapped by historical
contingencies.

Papastephanou’s sympathies lie with critical theory.
I share her concern about narrow and locally restricted
immanence, apparently common to traditional Burkean con-
servatism and to contextualist post-modernism (cf. Brown
and Jones 2001) but also to a currently widespread but one-
sided emphasis on Aristotelian phrénésis isolated from other
parts of his philosophy. On the other hand, there is also a
problem with a certain abstract and transcendent idealism
positing or “intuiting” its standards of reason or religion as
universal, turning uncomfortably easily into “revolutionary
terror”. Many historical revolutions — right wing and left —
confirm the danger of totalitarianism emerging from an
abstract idealism of either arbitrary or rationalised standards
presumed to be universal, saying: comply or die! It seems
reasonable to ask how we can access and legitimize anything
presumably universal, transcending every specific culture, as
long as we irrevocably learn everything we come to know as
situated members of specific historical cultures? Universal
“a priori” views, valid “sub specie aeternitatis” [under the
aspect of eternity], and situated nowhere in particular, are
notoriously hard to come by.

O. Eikeland

So, are these our only alternatives: either a restricted
localism or an abstract idealism? As a critical theorist,
Papastephanou does not think so. Still, everything hinges
on the status of the “transcendent” standards in relation to
what inheres immanently and locally. Where and how are
critical standards located and positioned in relation to
the relevant “context”? The possibility of transcending the
opposition itself 1is suggested by Papastephanou by
launching the concept of immanent critique in several
places.

With restricted space I cannot discuss Papastephanou’s
antagonists. I limit myself to supporting and reinforcing her
critical intention: The opposition between “immanence” and
“transcendence” is false, an unnecessary straitjacket for
thinking about the local and the universal. Positing them
as contraries, where both extremes cannot be true at the
same time, is wrong. Cultures intermesh without any sharp
separating borderlines, and so do local and universal
concepts and standards. Two bodies cannot simultaneously
occupy the same position in space. Local and universal
concepts can. Hence, strictly speaking, nobody is merely
local and contextually closed off from other contexts.
Among reasonable beings, transcendence is always and
everywhere implied. Immanent critique aims to show this.

Hence, claiming a restricted contextualism and localism
without simultaneously showing the immanent potential for
transcendence according to inherent universal standards,
is simply not to realize what it means to understand a
particular, singular, or unique local situation (or culture, or
individual) adequately. It is necessarily an incomplete
description of any local human culture or any particular
reasonable individual. In other words: there is no adequate
understanding or description of any local context without
including common universal and transcendent standards
operating locally. Such standards are always already implied
in the activities of any possible human culture and any
reasonable being just as much as any restrictedly local
convention, habit, or characteristic.

This emphasis probably sounds like critical theory, central
to Marx and Hegel, even to Kant (whose a priori is transcen-
dental but hardly transcendent). My additional claim is that
this inseparability of local and culture-transcendent (hyper-
cultural) elements is part of Aristotle’s philosophical
insight, otherwise often interpreted as a restricted Burkean
traditionalist, even by modern interpreters who isolate his
practical from his theoretical philosophy. (For a detailed
explanation of how the opposition might be transcended,
I must refer the reader to Eikeland 2008).

So what does it take to understand a particular “anything”
concretely and in adequate terms appropriate to its own
peculiarity and uniqueness, not just as another “deducible”
specimen subsumed under some simple general (quasi a
priori) category or “covering law”? Seeing something or
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someone uncritically from your own point of view — as
“some-determinate-thing”, not as “no-thing” — requires the
application of many defining general concepts brought along
as — quasi a priori — instruments of perception. Such sponta-
neously brought-along instruments are mostly culturally
determined on an intermediate level of abstraction; often
not specifically or optimally adjusted to the particular situa-
tion or individual, making them more or less arbitrary even
intra-culturally. Francis Bacon realized this much in trying
to get behind the different spectator idols — as (quasi a
priori) prejudices — through experimentation or by trying
things out systematically practically. But aren’t prejudices
(or metaphors) inescapable, as H. G. Gadamer taught us?
As starting points they are, but always more or less adjusted
to the particular to be understood. Subsequently, how do we
adjust our perceptions and understandings to the individual
or situation confronting us, how do we adjust our prejudices
to become more pragma-adequate? Hardly by trying to
eliminate all general ingredients, as did the logical
positivists, in order to get at a “theory-free”, originary
sense-perception.

Understanding cultures and individuals takes more than
explaining merely physical objects and events. About physi-
cal things — as “incommunicados” (black boxes) perma-
nently extraneous to our understanding — we must guess
from a distance (“saving the phenomena’), or we manipulate
them as recommended by Bacon, in order to approximate
them and get beyond idolatrous guesswork. But “communi-
cados” are different. Although they too might be posited as
black boxes, manipulated, or used; with communicados
we can communicate, i.e. we can create common space or
ground, and fuse horizons. We might enter their (or our) local
culture practically, and we might share an understanding
through (what must be said in German) “Kontextaufhebung”
(cf. Eikeland 2006), that is, by making things, activities,
and practical patterns conscious that until now were merely
sub-conscious(ly present and active). Con-scious literally
means knowing some-thing together. Such togetherness can
be instigated by bringing the pattern concerned into a com-
mon and shared 16gos-space, by naming it in dialogue.

I cannot detail how this emerges from Aristotle’s Corpus
here. But we should note that he writes about dialogue as
concerned with sorting and sifting differences and
similarities in realities and in word-meanings, and with
eliciting definitions from acquired practical experience
(empeiria) among participants. For both Plato and Aristotle,
dialectics constitutes “the way” (hé hodos) of discovery and
construction towards basic principles in every disciplined
inquiry. In addition, it is necessary in order to achieve a
concrete understanding (sinesis) of any particular, as part
of a deliberative phrénésis. Generally, dialectics substitutes
for nous (mind) and néésis ([reflective] thinking). Every
natural language contains the resources for creating the
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critical distance needed to “reify” whatever activity-pattern
we enact by bending our focus back on it reflectively, and,
eo ipso, for entering into a critical dialogue.

Eikeland (2008) tries to show how such dialogical
activity amounts to a “theor-ethics”, i.e. an ethics implied
in theoretical activity according to Aristotle (contrasted
particularly to poiesis/making and khrésis/using, but only
to a certain form of praxis/doing). The dialogical theorethics
provides the necessary and common (koind) preconditions
(everywhere and always already implied and presupposed)
for getting to know any unique particular in non-alienating,
appropriate, and adequate terms. Hence, the theorethical
interest and respect for each complex, particular, individual,
unique, and local situation as such, as a whole, and in itself
(not for the manipulative use of specific aspects serving
external interests) is the universal standard of both ethics
and cognition implied in every local situation (if it really
aspires to be adequately local and particular). But, of course,
this theorethical adjustment hardly happens spontaneously
since all brought-along concepts (quasi a priori) must be
examined critically through dialogue (the implied, ultimate,
necessary, universal, and common but not always fully
actualized precondition), and possibly put aside as “idols”
through a sceptical-phenomenological “epokhé”.

Thus, immanent transcendence — through universal dia-
logical preconditions — becomes both possible and necessary
for local uniqueness to emerge. Aristotle’s philosophy
searches critically to clarify the individual (psychological-
ethical), and the social-organisational (political) precon-
ditions for virtuous “pragma-adequacy”. The challenge is
how to actualize such preconditions in current research, in
learning and education, and in work and community life.
My own judgement is that contemporary action research and
organizational learning certainly carry potentials worthy of
exploring and developing.

Anyhow, Papastephanou’s adopted characterisation of
critical theory — ‘any mode of ethically oriented reflection
that looks critically at social arrangements from the point of
view of the obstacles they pose for individual human
flourishing’ (p. 178) — is Aristotelian.
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Abstract

In response to Papastephanou’s thoughtful chapter I consider the skills one might require in
order to undertaken action research as she presents it. I call upon both Aristotle and
Heidegger in their use of dunamis to discuss potentiality, actuality and capability as key
elements to an account of the role that action research might play in becoming, and not just

being, a teacher.
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Introduction

Papastephanou’s chapter offers a significant contribution to
our understanding of action research by exploring the issues
surrounding its social critical theory heritage and its reso-
nance with contemporary thought. In reading it, however, I
was struck not just by its relevance to current debates but by
the way it struggles (often successfully) with the ontological
in terms of emancipation and the constraints of professional
practice. I am impressed with Papastephanou’s analysis and
want to extend it to consider the being of an action
researcher within the process of becoming a professional
that interests me, not explicitly in the debate showcased
between Kemmis and Carr and Elliot but in a more ancient
sense through the work of Aristotle. In this short supplement
then, I would like to problematise the capabilities of becom-
ing professional through an Aristotelian analysis with more
than a nod to a Heideggerian interpretation. The piece
intends to complement and extend the richness of Papaste-
phanou’s text, by considering the capabilities assumed for
action research.

P. Gibbs ()
Institute of Work Based Learning, Middlesex University, London, UK
e-mail: p.gibbs@mdx.ac.uk

A.D. Reid et al. (eds.), A Companion to Research in Education,

Critical Vigilance, Capability and Practice

Papastephanou recognises that it is not sufficient for the
practitioner to engage in action research unencumbered by
the desired or intended nature of the change in practice,
claiming that the “issue of the ends of action persists and
demands a constant critical vigilance on the part of the
practitioner” (p. 181). I agree, but wonder how this vigilance
is first obtained and then practised as a professional? In other
words, what is the relationship between the capabilities of
the practitioner to engage, understand and act to change for
the good of others and themselves? How does the action
revealed through the research relate to the existing learnt
capabilities of the researcher and how do these exiting
capabilities limit deliberation and the potential action for
change in specific situations? Specifically, does the debate
assume to much in terms of practical wisdom embedded
within the techniques of action research and so miss the
necessary limitation imposed by the teacher capabilities as
a becoming teacher.

These existential concerns are shared by Feldman
(2002) and commented upon earlier by Papastephanou
(2006) when appealing that “a new connection between
philosophical and other kinds of research be established”
(p. 188). However, jumping ahead of my argument, I think
Aristotle might answer this through a discussion of the
virtuous accumulation of practical experience, for he
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concludes that “practical wisdom, then, must be a reasoned
and true state of capacity to act with regard to human
goods” (Nicomachean Ethics, Book VI, section 1140b,
20-21). To me this raises important issues relevant to a
discussion of whether action(s) research is characterized as
an instrumental tool for the enframing of practice within a
form of epistemological scientism concerned with
presencing the ‘formed’ professional teacher, or that of a
capability to change in the sense of ‘can do’ clearly meant
by Aristotle (2000) in the opening lines of both books
V and IX of the Metaphysics.

Recently, Kemmis (2009) has offered an attempt to
describe our engagement with action research using an Aris-
totelian rhetorical technique of the analogy, namely, as a
dance between “‘sayings’, ‘doings’, and ‘relating’” (p. 463,
italics in the original). This has a poetic feel but it assumes,
as most of the literature on this subject does, that an analysis
of one’s actions implies an unbounded ability to critically
reflect and then similar capabilities to realise the achieve-
ments through practice. However, this seems unlikely given
that what we say and do only reveals opportunities in as far
as our capabilities allow us to perceive and do. To want more
requires a need to raise our capabilities: it requires a notion
of professionalism as an ongoing process where the exist-
ential becoming of a teacher is always futural: something
to become. I can act in ways that are ‘for-the sake-of’
becoming a teacher and be called a teacher, but I can never
reach what it is like to become a teacher.

In the deliberative aspect of educational action research
then, in effect we are taking a stance on what, as a teacher,
we would or should do in certain circumstances and often
involving others “to aid us in deliberation on important
questions, distrusting ourselves as not being up to the task”
(Nicomachean Ethics, Book VI, 1112b, 10-11). We delibe-
rate about things which could be different; where we have a
choice. Thus deliberation is of what might be otherwise and
requires a type of plausible reasoning rather than a strict
application of critical reasoning and that, according to
Aristotle, requires a syllogistic form of deductive logic
(Rowley and Gibbs 2008, 362-363). Deliberation is not
about ends but “what contributes to ends” (ibid., 12).
Moreover, once we have made our choice, Aristotle indicates
that to be able to move others we need the capabilities to use
“persuasive speech to lead to decisions” (Nicomachean
Ethics, Book VI, 1939b, 18). These skills, both to pursue
and to act, form the techne of being a teacher.

In terms of the learning opportunities from these
deliberations, learning needs to be grasped in order to
become the professional teacher desired. Heidegger (1995)
offers helpful insights in his lecture series on Aristotle’s
Metaphysics, Vols. 1-3: On the Essence and Actuality of
Force. Here he explores the nature of dunamis, through a
manner of being-at-work (Heidegger 1995, p. 143).

P. Gibbs

According to Brogan, the relationship between dunamis
and fechné is in having the capacity for producing. The
central question of Heidegger’s analysis is, can one have a
capability which is present: that is, I have it but it is not
enacted? While the Megarian School of philosophy says no,
Aristotle, and Heidegger through his interpretation, clearly
argues that one can. For him, to have, process skills and be
able to practise effectively is to “have techné [which]
implies having acquired it, having become practiced in
it in such as way that it allows me to comport myself
knowingly in relationship to what is and to stand ready to
deal with things on this basis” (Brogan 2005, p. 143).

Practice and the Acquiring and Actualizing
of Capabilities

So how do we acquire capabilities, refresh and extend them,
and how do we know if they are truly present rather than a
mere Baudrillardian simulacra? According to Heidegger, the
actualization of a capability itself is present but held back,
not being used or is energised and enacted. By way of
example, Heidegger (1995) chooses to discuss the being of
a potter:
The potter, for example, is the one sitting in the tavern. He is the
one who can make mugs; he is the one capable of producing
them. With him a capability is actually there. Good, but how
then? Where and how then is capability to pot ... does he leave

this capability at home when he goes to have a beer?
(pp. 145-46)

In response to Heidegger it seems incontestable that he
does not, but Heidegger continues his discussion to show
that the mistake in thinking that he does is concerned
with the potential to act and the actuality of enactment.
Indeed, this has clear implications for the notion of assess-
ment of the durability of capability, and our notion of being
a teacher offers up a number of issues related to durability.
How long are we a builder, a computer scientist, or a
teacher? If we are once, do we remain so or are we only
a teacher whilst we have the contemporary capabilities to
act as one?

Heidegger argues that the actuality of a capability does not
consist exclusively in its actualization, but is reliant on its
being present, and being also possessed by the potter before
he needs to use it. That is, the capability is present but is held
back awaiting circumstances for it to be appropriately
disclosed. Moreover, this capability remains with the potter
unless he is physically incapable for doing the potting (by a
stroke, say) or he forgets his skills in the passage of time (that
is, his capability has been surpassed by the enactment required
— the need to retrain every nth year and thus the importance of
continued professional training). The acquisition of these
skills is through training, and their continued utility is
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maintained through practice. It is because I am already
practiced in something that I can practise it. While practising,
the capacity informs itself in the practice and therefore
transforms itself. Moreover, it is only if I stop practising that
I can claim I am proficient. As we have seen, it is not possible
for this being to continue to seek to be; becoming proficient is
the essential temporal requirement of being.

For Heidegger, “(E)nactment is indeed presence and non-
enactment absence, but these statements do not hold simply
in a straightforward way. Enactment is rather a practicing
and as such, if it is at all, the presence of training” (1995,
p. 164, italics added). The training is thus pre-practising and
comes to be transferred into practice. This training harnesses
the dunamis, the potential, and changes it dynamically into
the capability required for the work to undertaken. As Mei
notes, “ontologically rendered, this means that dunamis is a
mode of practice in which the mutual poles of action and
holding back are together a mode of disclosing and affirming
within oneself what is understood to be practised”. Indeed,
Heidegger considers the need for practice of skills learned
by asking how one can be skilled without exercising these
skills. He argues that training develops through practice,
“and practising is actual and itself, when it follows through
on what belongs to it to the end, when it has actually brought
about a work” (1995, pp. 163-64).

The issue and advocacy of Heidegger’s concerns for
capabilities, their potential for action and their realisation
as our being are, as Aristotle states, the “sources, in general,
of change or movement in another thing or by itself qua
other” (ibid. 1019a, 20). Where these capabilities cease to
exist, or become inappropriate for contemporary action, we
become an outdated teacher as the worldhood of our
workplaces passes us by. To continue becoming a profes-
sional we need to change our way of becoming a teacher, not
by simply changing our skills of being a teacher. In doing so
we may take a refreshed stance where the wonder of becom-
ing a teacher is replenished. However, such a position does
not assume we ever had, nor that we retain, a potential to do
action research wisely; such praxis demands training.

This reading of dunamis provides a recognizable
enactment of the “capacity of techné to complete a task
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and a reflective comportment which views such tasks in
relation to the possibility of being” (Mei 2009, p. 99).
Indeed, I would suggest that such an interpretation is central
to the nature of action research and deserves more attention
notwithstanding the contribution of Papastephanou. To pur-
sue these issues requires teachers and their teacher educators
taking an existential stance on what they intend to become
and to develop the resoluteness to follow this stance.
If action research insights is a way to open up a clearer
vision of such a future intent to lead to a flourishing for
self, and others, then teachers need the strength of will to
grasp these chances of freedom. The strengthening of a will
to do so cannot be provided through reflecting and acting
alone but through an authentic telos committed to becoming
the best one might become.

Acknowledgement NB Paul Gibbs uses some of this text in Chapter
3, Learning as Knowledge of Being-in-the-World, e.g. page 25 http://
link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007%2F978-90-481-3933-0_3.pdf
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Abstract

Meta-analysis is now a well-established form of synthesizing literature, and syntheses of
meta-analyses are now being produced in educational research. The chapter provides an
overview of the method, discusses syntheses of meta-analyses, and argues that these
methods can be of particular assistance for establishing benchmarks of comparison about
educational outcomes. The literature relating to influences on achievement is used to

explore the issues.
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Introduction

One of the most important questions in educational research
is, “What are the major influences on student achievement?”
This question has a voluminous research literature. It would
hardly be an exaggeration to say that every hour an article is
produced on this topic! The downside of this abundance is
that one can find articles to defend almost any position. One
of the major problems in education is that “everything seems
to work” — we have millions of teachers believing that what
they do makes a difference, we have claims galore about the
latest thing to make a difference, we have large numbers of
articles starting with the common refrain that “evidence
shows,” and we have “What works” recipes aplenty. It is
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not difficult to find studies on this topic that can be used to
defend any claim, product, or policy aimed at enhancing
achievement. Everyone seems to win, and as a result it is
perhaps not surprising that the world of schools seems as if it
has hardly changed over the past 200 years (Cuban 1984).
In the seminal article that introduced the ‘meta-analysis’
phenomenon, Glass (1976) noted the differences between
primary analysis (the original analysis of data), secondary
analysis (the re-analysis of data typically used when answer-
ing new questions with old data), and meta-analysis, or the
statistical analysis of a large collection of analysis results
from individual studies for the purposes of integrating the
findings (the analysis of analyses). Meta-analysis is now 30
years old, and during that time it has changed the way many
researchers review previous literature (see Hunt 1997, for a
history). This is exactly what meta-analysis is: a systematic
method for reviewing and synthesizing past literature. On its
25th birthday, Gene Glass (2000) noted that it has “grown
from an unheard of preoccupation of a very small group of
statisticians working on problems of research integration in
education and psychotherapy to a minor academic industry, as
well as a commercial endeavor” (p. 1). The growth is enor-
mous and can be illustrated in the following graph (Fig. 26.1).
While the ERIC and PsychlInfo databases have had a simi-
lar number of articles referencing “meta-analysis” (about 90 a
year for ERIC and 175 a year for PsychlInfo), the numbers for
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MedLine and Ovid have increased exponentially from about
the mid-1990s. At the time of writing, the citations of “meta-
analysis” in the Web of Science are 29,483; MedLine, 23,808;
Ovid, 22,844; Sage, 17,122; ProQuest, 15,339; Academic
Search, 13,074; JStor, 12,229; PsychlInfo, 9,052; Sociological
Abstracts, 2,909; ERIC, 2,318; and in EconLit, 312. About a
quarter of the articles in many review journals (for example,
Psychological Bulletin, Review of Educational Research)
include the word meta-analysis in the title.

The present chapter is not a review on how to conduct
meta-analyses (there are plenty of these, see Cooper and
Hedges 1994; Glass et al. 1981; Lipsey and Wilson 2001),
nor does it illustrate the method via a particular meta-
analysis. It aims to provide an overview of the value of this
method of reviewing literature to educational research,
advances the notion that it is now time to consider syntheses
of meta-analysis, and counters the claims that just because
statistics (and sometimes advanced statistics) are used that
this makes the method have a stronger claim to “evidence”.
The existence of a wealth of data should not lead to suspen-
sion of critical judgment. A major message of this chapter is
that the standard by which we make most comparisons in
education (the “zero” effect-size) is misleading and a barrier
to the advancement of our discipline.

The Basics of Meta-analysis

The basics of meta-analysis include finding a sample of
studies, developing a single underlying continuum on
which to compare results, using a metric to place effects or
studies along this continuum (effect-sizes), and using
moderators to explore in more detail the implications of
these effects.

Formulating a Problem

Advances in a discipline come from identifying appropriate
problems that are worth addressing. In our social science
discipline, we rarely make paradigm shifts, have too few
competing theories, and so often add to our corpus of litera-
ture sidebars, unrelated irrelevancies (sometimes with beauti-
ful designs), and information not connected to a worthwhile
problem. Not all problems can be addressed by meta-analysis,
and given its basic requirements of means, sample size and
standard deviations then it is clear that many types of research
papers are not amenable to including in this method of litera-
ture synthesis. Worthwhile problems typically are anchored in
a rich literature of ideas, can add to our understanding some-
times by reformulating currently debated problems, and an
aim of meta-analysis should be to provide some answers and
directions to the problem. The problem is used to formulate a
coding protocol that allows the appropriate sources of evi-
dence to be collected in a meta-analysis.

Finding Relevant Studies

Finding relevant studies on most topics in education is less
of a concern today than in the past, given the technological
advances available to us on our desktops. The first most
critical concern in a meta-analysis is defining the outcome
of the problem at hand. Only questions that can be phrased in
terms of outcomes or an effect can be subjected to quantita-
tive meta-analyses, and only studies that include basic
statistics related to this outcome (such that an effect size
can be calculated) can be used. There are many sources that
outline how to conduct searches for articles via using the
more established databases and grey literature, and by
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Fig. 26.2 A continuum
of effects

emailing authors and dredging reference lists (Cooper and
Hedges 1994). Once articles are located, then begins the
tedious and time-consuming task of coding the articles,
calculating the effect sizes, finding independent raters and
resolving differences, and analyzing the results. There are
computer programs to help in this process, but the time to
code the articles should not be underestimated.

Creating a Single Underlying
Continuum of Effects

One of the major advances of meta-analysis is the notion of a
single underlying continuum of effects. Figure 26.2 shows
one possible depiction of this continuum (e.g., to address
achievement-related questions). Influences on the left of
this continuum are those that decrease achievement, and
those on the right increase achievement. Those near the
zero point have no influence on achievement outcomes.

Defining a Metric Along This Continuum

An appropriate scale is needed so that as many outcomes as
possible from the many studies relating to the problem can
be converted onto this single continuum. This can be accom-
plished using effect sizes, which are a common expression of
the magnitude of study outcomes. An effect size of d = 0.0
indicates no change in achievement related to the interven-
tion. An effect size of d = 1.0 indicates an increase of one
standard deviation on the outcome, and it can be shown that
a d = 1.0 increase is typically associated with advancing
children’s achievement by 2-3 years, improving the rate of
learning by 50 %, or a correlation between some variable
(e.g., amount of homework) and achievement of approxi-
mately » = 0.50 (Hattie 2009). When implementing a new
program, a d = 1.0 would mean that, on average, students
receiving that treatment would exceed 84 % of students
not receiving that treatment. Cohen (1988) argued that an
effect size of d = 1.0 should be regarded as a large, blatantly
obvious, and grossly perceptible difference, and as an exam-
ple he referred to the difference between the average 1Q of
PhD graduates and high school students. Another example is
the difference between a person at 5°3” (160 cm) and 6°0”
(183 cm) — which would be a difference visible to the naked
eye. An important consideration is that use of effect sizes
highlights the importance of the magnitude of differences,
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which is contrary to the usual emphasis in much of our
research literature on statistical significance (which asks
more about chance effects).

The relation between these two notions of magnitude and
statistical significance is simple: Significance = Effect size x
Study size. This should highlight why both aspects are impor-
tant when making judgments. Effect sizes based on small
samples or small numbers of studies may not tell the true
story, in the same way that statistical significance based on
very large samples may also not tell the true story (for exam-
ple, a results could be statistically significant but have only a
tiny effect size!). Similarly, two studies with the same effect
sizes can have different implications when their sample sizes
vary (we should place more weight on the one based on the
larger sample size). Many studies that are by themselves not
statistically significant can, when combined via meta-analy-
sis, lead to powerful and defensible conclusions about the size
of the effect. The aim should be for all three to be the best we
can make them: largest sample sizes, statistical significance to
rule out chance effects, and well-estimated effect sizes based
on the best set of studies we can find.

Thus, we have a continuum and a scale (effect size) to
ascertain which of the many possible influences affect achieve-
ment. Many textbooks have detailed how effect sizes can be
calculated from various summary statistics such as #-tests,
ANOVA:s, and repeated-measures (for example, Glass 1977,
Glass et al. 1981; Hedges and Olkin 1985). Statistically, an
effect size can be calculated in two major ways:

Effect size = [Meaneatment — Meéancontrol]/SD
or

Effect size = [Meanend of treatment
- Meanbeginning of treatment]/SD

where SD is the pooled sample standard deviation. There are
many minor modifications to these formulas, and for more
detail the interested reader is referred to Glass, McGaw and
Smith (1981), Rosenthal (1991), Hedges and Olkin (1985),
Hunter and Schmidt (1990), and Lipsey and Wilson (2001).
As an example, imagine two groups of students (e.g., one
receiving some innovation and one not); one group has
scores on some test of 2, 3,4, 5,5,5,7, 7,9, 10, which
leads to a mean of 5.70; and another group has scores 2, 3, 4,
4,5,5,5,6, 6,7, which leads to a mean of 4.70. The pooled
standard deviation is the spread across all 18 scores or a
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weighted average of the two standard deviations, with a
value of 2.09. Hence the effect-size is (5.70-4.88)/
2.09 = .48. The problem is that nearly all studies do not
include the raw data and hence the advantage of meta-
analysis is that these effect-size values can be calculated
from the summary statistics that are usually provided (in
the above case, all one needs is the means and standard
deviations and not the raw scores). Many statistics (e.g.,
correlations, t-tests, F-tests, chi-squares) can be converted
into this metric. For example, effect size d = r(r/[(1 — )]
for correlations, and d = t(1/n + 1/n.)’ for t-tests.

These are the major ingredients of meta-analysis: a prob-
lem, a set of studies, and effect sizes calculated and
converted to a single common scale. Among many others,
Rosenthal and DeMatteo (2001) outlined the five basic steps
in conducting a meta-analysis: (1) Define the outcome
of interest (e.g., effect of homework on achievement);
(2) systematically collect and code studies on this topic;
(3) look closely at the calculated effect sizes for spread
and meaning (nothing replaces a good eye and judgment);
(4) combine the individual effect sizes to get an overall
average, spread, and confidence intervals; and (5) explore
various moderators to this overall effect (see below). This is
but a very broad overview of the process of doing a meta-
analysis and calculating effect sizes. There is an industry of
books, computer programs, and other aids to assist the
researcher.

There is no one best method for conducting a meta-
analysis. Schulze (2004) has outlined and made worthwhile
comparisons between many of the methods. He argued that
different methods estimate slightly different population
parameters, make different assumptions, and are based on
different models (for example, fixed- vs. random effect
models). Meta-analyses can have different purposes: some
focus on the mean of the population distribution, others on
the variance of the distribution, others on both, and yet
others more on the moderators of these means and variances.
Schulze uses Monte Carlo studies to show the different
implications — sometimes trivial, sometimes large.

There is now a sufficient number of meta-analyses on
any given topic to begin the next step of synthesizing these
meta-analyses, and in particular noting the particular
contributions of each, and how they differ from and con-
firm each other. As an example of synthesizing meta-
analyses, take an examination of five meta-analyses on
the effect of homework (Cooper 1989, 1994; Cooper
et al. 2006; DeBaz 1994; Paschal et al. 1984). Over these
five meta-analyses, there were 161 studies involving more
than 100,000 students that investigated the effects of
homework on students’ achievement. The average of all
these effect sizes was d = 0.29, which can be used as the
best estimate of the typical effect size of the influence of
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homework on achievement. Thus, compared to classes
without homework, the use of homework was associated
with advancing children’s achievement by approximately
1 year, improving the rate of learning by 15 %. About 65 %
of the effects were positive (that is, improved achieve-
ment), and 35 % of the effects were zero or negative.
However, an effect size of d = 0.29 would not, according
to Cohen (1988), be perceptible to the naked eye, and
would be approximately equivalent to the difference
between the height of a 511” (180 c¢cm) and a 60"
(182 cm) person.

We do need to be careful about ascribing adjectives such as
small, medium, and large to these effect sizes. Cohen (1988),
for example, suggested that d = 0.2 was small, d = 0.5
medium, and d = 0.8 large, whereas it is possible to show
that when investigating achievement influences in schools,
d = 0.2 could be considered small, d = 0.4 medium, and
d = 0.6 large (Hattie 2009). In many cases this attribution
would be reasonable, but there are situations where this would
be too simple an interpretation. Consider, for example, the
effects of an influence such as behavioral objectives, which
has an overall small effect of d = 0.20 (see Hattie 2009,
Chapter 9), and reciprocal teaching, which has an overall
large effect of d = 0.74. It may be that the cost of
implementing behavioral objectives is so small that it is
worth using them to gain an influence on achievement, albeit
small, whereas it might be too expensive to implement recip-
rocal teaching to gain the larger effect. Another example is
that an increase of d = .20 may be dramatic for a country in
the international comparisons of countries (for example,
PiRLS, TIMMS, or PISA), but not in a particular class of
students. The level of the unit of analysis may be critical.

A vivid example of an important “small effect” comes
from medicine. Rosenthal and DiMatteo (2001) demonstrated
that the effect size of taking low dose aspirin in preventing a
heart attack was d = 0.07, indicating that less than one-eighth
of 1 % of the variance in heart attacks was accounted for by
using aspirin. Although the effect size is small, this translates
into the conclusion that 34 out of every 1,000 people would be
saved from a heart attack if they used low dose aspirin on a
regular basis. Meyer (2001) lists other seemingly small effect
sizes with important consequences: the impact of chemother-
apy on breast cancer survival (d = 0.12), the association
between a major league baseball player’s batting average
and success in obtaining a hit in a particular instance at bat
(r = 0.06), the value of antihistamines for reducing sneezes
and a runny nose (d = 0.22), and the link between prominent
movie critics’ reviews and box office success (d = 0.34).
Instead of considering only the size of an effect, we should
be looking for patterns and implications across effect sizes.
Like most averages, the differences or moderators may be
more exciting.
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Fig. 26.3 Effect sizes related to
achievement
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Identifying Moderators

Although one of the powerful notions when using meta-
analyses is that all the effects can be placed on a common
continuum, we need to also consider the potential multidi-
mensionality of the findings. This comes from the way we
code the various moderators to these main effects. For exam-
ple, knowing that homework has an average effect of .29 is
interesting but not sufficient. It may be that the effects are
systematically higher in high school than in elementary
school, and indeed if we code all effects by this moderator,
we find important differences: .64 for high and .15 for ele-
mentary schools. It may be that the effects are greater with
longer time spent on homework — but this is not the case as the
positive effects of homework were negatively related to the
duration of the homework treatment. It may be that more task-
oriented homework has greater effects than deep learning and
problem solving homework — and indeed it does. The effects
are greater for higher than for lower ability students and for
older rather than younger students (Cooper et al. 1998;
Trautwein et al. 2002). These moderators often tell the most
powerful and fascinating stories, while a simple mean effect
could be misleading and lead to wrong policy implications.
The major message is that in meta-analysis, the overall
mean and moderated effect sizes are but summary statistics
awaiting an interpretation. They need to be interpreted as
part of a story that addresses the problem to be solved. They
need to be as rich and contextualized as any literature review
in educational research. Many of the earlier meta-analyses
were summaries of data without an accompanying story.

Synthesizing Meta-analyses

One of the problems of meta-analyses is that they rarely tell
the story alone. They need to be placed in perspective with
other attempts to address the reviews of the literature and
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they can be assessed not only in terms of their quality

(of design and of credibility to address the problem) but

also in terms of their relative value. For example, knowing

that homework has an average effect size of .29 does not say
much about its relative importance compared to many other
influences on achievement.

The effect sizes based on 800 meta-analyses relating to
achievement can be placed along the above single continuum
from those that decrease to those that increase achievement.
Across these 800 meta-analyses, there are about 50,000 stud-
ies, 150,000 effect sizes, and 200+ million students relating to
the influence of some program, policy, or innovation on
academic achievement in school (early childhood, elemen-
tary, high, and tertiary). These effects cover most school
subjects (although the majority of effects are based on
reading, mathematics, science, and social studies), all ages,
and many comparisons. These effects are across the main
areas of influence — from the student, the home, the effects
of schools, teachers, curricula, and teaching methods and
strategies. The details are available elsewhere (Hattie 2009)
but there are at least five fascinating implications of this
synthesis of meta-analyses.

1. The effects follow a normal distribution. To those
immersed in large-scale statistics, this would not be
surprising: normality is often but not necessarily present
when there are large sample sizes. The normal distribution,
however, is a consequence of the data and not imposed on
it. Given this normal distribution, there are as many
influences above the mean effect size as there are below
it, and, most importantly, the mean is a reasonably good
indicator of all the influences on achievement (Fig. 26.3).

2. Almost everything works. Ninety perce