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About the course 
For many, this course will be the starting point for study on the Open 
University masters programme. It is designed to: 

l prepare you for work at masters level 

l introduce you to the main issues surrounding educational enquiry and 
its relationship to various forms of policy-making and practice 

l provide you with some grounding in research methodology, so as to 
facilitate your study on subsequent courses in the masters 
programme. 

The course should help you develop important skills such as reading and 
evaluating academic and research-related texts. It also provides an 
opportunity for critical engagement with some of the key theoretical and 
methodological perspectives in education which you may encounter in 
other masters courses later in the programme. This foundation for your 
masters studies will enable you to gain the maximum benefit from the 
other, subsequent, courses relating to your professional and personal 
interests in the field of education. As you study those courses, you will 
have further opportunities to contextualise, consolidate and demonstrate, 
through your assignments, the knowledge, understanding and skills that 
you have developed during your work on E891 Educational Enquiry. 

Additional study elements 

You will be assigned a tutor, and there will be tutorials and opportunities 
for online discussion which are designed to assist you in your work on 
the course. 

Two DVDs and a Reader are supplied with this course. The DVDs are 
organised into three main components: 

l a short film on the experience of postgraduate study 

l a set of interviews about educational research, policy-making and 
practice 

l observational and interview material, from two settings (an early 
years setting and a lesson in a secondary school), which is intended 
for use in the data-processing and analysis exercises set out in the 
Media Guide. 

The publication details for the Reader are: 

Hammersley, M. (ed.) (2007) Educational Research and Evidence
based Practice, London, Sage in association with The Open 
University. 

Guidance on the use of these resources is set out in this Study Guide and 
in the Media Guide. You will be directed to work on the DVDs and the 
Reader at various points in the Study Guide, usually as part of course 
activities, readings and DVD tasks. These resources are designed to help 
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you engage critically with the issues surrounding educational enquiry and 
its relationship to policy-making and practice, and with the relevant 
literature. In particular, the DVD tasks are concerned with helping you 
gain a practical understanding of what is involved in various forms of 
data collection and analysis. 

It is strongly recommended that you do all the activities as you come to 
them. In particular, take your time working through those activities that 
require you to read a specific article or chapter from the Reader. We have 
provided an estimate of how long each activity may take, but these 
estimates are only intended as a rough guide. The Study Guide does not 
always provide comments on activities and, even where it does, these are 
not intended to convey a ‘correct’ interpretation of a reading or task you 
have done. You will also find it helpful to keep any notes you make for 
activities close at hand, since you may need to return to them later – for 
example, when working on your assignments. 

You will notice that many of the activities are accompanied by a small 
marginal icon. This is to indicate the type of task that the activity is 
asking you to do – they are: 

l readings, mainly chapters from the Course Reader 

l DVD tasks, associated with the DVDs and the Media Guide 

l activities associated with work on the computer – for example, web 
searches. 

The activities are listed in the Appendix to this Study Guide. You can use 
this list to help with planning your study, so that you know when and how 
long you need to be online, access a computer or DVD player, or set aside 
time for a stint of reading. Some readings have to be accessed online, and 
these have been designated as both readings and ICT activities. 

Assessing your work 

Your work will be assessed at two points in the course: 

l first, through a continuous assessment component consisting of five 
tutor-marked assignments (the TMAs) 

l then through an examinable component (the end-of-course assessment 
or ECA). 

The TMAs consist of work that you will submit to your tutor, who will 
mark it and provide feedback on it. The ECA is a piece of work that you 
are required to submit at the end of the course. To pass the course, you 
must achieve an average mark of 40% or above across the TMAs, and a 
mark of 40% or above on the ECA. These assessment tasks are closely 
related to the activities that you will have carried out in working through 
the Study Guide. The main details of the assessment tasks are set out in 
the Assignment Guide. You will find it useful to read through the 
Assignment Guide now, taking note of the cut-off dates and deadlines for 
submitting assignments. 
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Introduction 
No one would deny the crucial role that evidence plays in all kinds of 
professional work, including that concerned with education. However, 
there are many important questions surrounding exactly what counts as 
evidence, how this evidence is produced, and the ways it should be, and 
actually is, used by educational practitioners and policy-makers. 
Educational enquiry – which can be broadly defined as any investigation 
into matters relating to education – is clearly one important source of 
relevant evidence. But there is no consensus as to its proper nature, its 
significance or the specific role it should play. 

There is also uncertainty and disagreement regarding the proper nature of 
educational practice. There are those who see teaching as playing an 
essential role in education (whether formal or informal) if learning is to 
take place, and there are those who downplay or deny its importance. 
More significantly, even among the former group there are diverse views 
on what characterises educational practice – having divergent 
implications for pedagogy’s proper relation to educational enquiry. 

either 
Activity 1 

as a teacher or in being taught. Using this experience as a basis 
You will certainly have had some experience of teaching or pedagogy, 

for your reflections, spend a few minutes thinking about the following 
question: ‘Is teaching a science or an art?’ How would you respond to 
this question? 

Comment 
You have probably realised that there is no straightforward answer. What 
answer is given depends on what meanings are attached to the words 
‘science’ and ‘art’, as well as ‘teaching’, and they can be given very 
different interpretations. 

Teaching is not a science in the sense of being primarily concerned with 
gaining knowledge about the universe, or even about fundamental 
psychological or social processes. However, if ‘science’ is defined as ‘a 
rational activity directed towards certain goals and operating on the basis 
of evidence’, then it is possible to conclude that teaching is, or ought to 
be, a science, although there are those who argue that we should not 
treat teaching as a scientific activity even in this very broad sense. 

The word ‘art’ can also mean different things. It is hard to see teaching 
of any kind as having much in common with modern art. A sketch by the 
American comedian Woody Allen, entitled ‘If the Impressionists had 
been dentists’, portrays dentists as being more interested in the 
aesthetic qualities of the dental work they do than with whether or not it 
is functional, cures their patients’ toothache or enables them to eat 
(Allen, 1978). The result of thinking about what might happen if teachers 
acted like Impressionist painters would not be quite so amusing, but 
most people would regard it as equally inappropriate. 

However, if ‘art’ is interpreted as ‘craft’, then it could reasonably be 
argued that teaching is a craft, in the sense that doing it well requires 

Allow about 
5 minutes 
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the honing of skills through practice. Once again, however, there are 
those who would challenge this interpretation. 

Interestingly, we could also ask whether educational enquiry is a science 
or an art, and we would find a similar level of disagreement over the 
answer. These questions – and the implications of the various answers 
to them, particularly with regard to what research can contribute to 
education – mark out the territory with which this course as a whole is 
concerned. 

Part 1 of this Study Guide explores competing views about the nature of 
professional practice in education, and the implications of these views for 
the functions of educational enquiry. There is discussion of the role of 
policy-making, of how educational problems come to be defined and 
prioritised in the policy arena, and of how research influences this 
process. Caught up in all this are competing definitions of education in 
terms of both its goals and its character, as well as different views on the 
nature of learning and the role of teaching. In recent years, there have 
been demands that policy and practice should be ‘evidence based’, so  
that the work of educators is framed by clear policies based on research 
evidence and subject to continual research evaluation. This contrasts with 
a rather different tradition of thought about the nature of professional 
practice in education, and about education generally – one that 
emphasises the role of experienced judgement and reflection on practice. 

Part 2 examines the nature of educational enquiry and some of the 
disputes surrounding it. These concern what counts and does not count as 
research (and, specifically, educational research), the kinds of findings it 
can produce and the way it should be pursued. The discussion in this 
part of the course introduces general principles and issues, and takes in 
some of the practical strategies and skills involved in undertaking 
research. 

In Parts 3 and 4, discussion revolves around the distinction between 
qualitative and quantitative methods of research, although some questions 
are raised about this distinction and the notion of mixing methods is 
examined. You will explore each of these two broad kinds of work in 
turn, looking at their relevance in thinking about educational issues and 
at some of the problems they pose. In these middle parts of the course, 
you will be asked to carry out various research exercises based on data 
supplied on the DVD. These exercises are designed to give you 
experience of elementary forms of data collection, processing and 
analysis. This will help you in assessing research reports, and provide 
you with some of the necessary skills and resources for carrying out 
small-scale enquiries of your own later on in the masters programme. 

Part 5 begins the second half of the course, and presents a detailed 
introduction to the task of reading research publications and assessing 
them. As will become clear, a distinctive kind of reading is often 
required, which is slower and more deliberate than ordinary forms of 
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reading. Furthermore, you will discover that assessing the quality of 
particular examples of research is by no means a straightforward matter. 

Part 6, the penultimate part of the course, returns to the issue of how 
educational enquiry should relate to educational and other purposes, and 
considers whether it is, or should be, political. There is also discussion of 
the ethical issues that arise when undertaking and publishing educational 
research. 

The final part of the course, Part 7, examines different approaches to 
producing reviews of research literatures. These perform a variety of 
functions. A review of existing knowledge is necessary in almost any 
research publication, but reviews also play a crucial role in conveying 
research information to educational policy-makers and practitioners, and 
to other stakeholders such as parents and students. There has, 
nevertheless, been considerable dispute over the form that these reviews 
should take. The material presented in Part 7 prepares the way for your 
work on the examinable component (the ECA) at the end of the course. 

Many of the sources and examples used in this course are taken from the 
United Kingdom (UK), although the course team has tried to draw on a 
wider range of material wherever possible. Nevertheless, the issues raised 
in relation to the functions and character of educational enquiry apply in 
more or less all contexts. You should have little difficulty relating them 
to your own experience, whatever your background or location, and 
many of the activities encourage you to do this. 

Quite a lot of the discussion is concerned with the work of teachers in 
various kinds of educational institution – notably, but not exclusively, 
schools, colleges and universities. However, what counts as education 
clearly extends well beyond this, in several directions. Educational 
processes often take place in informal contexts, where particular 
participants may or may not play a teaching role, and may or may not 
have had any training. This is true, for example, of the learning and 
teaching that goes on in many households, as well as what happens in 
peer groups, whether among children or adults. Equally important, a 
variety of media may be involved in educational processes – oral 
discussion and writing, magazines and books, as well as various sorts of 
electronic media such as DVDs and the internet. Education involves a 
very wide range of content, encompassing what is relevant for the 
education of health professionals to that provided for recruits to martial
arts groups. Very different modes of pedagogy may be regarded as 
necessary, depending on the locale, medium and character of the 
education concerned and who is involved in it. It is important to bear in 
mind the breadth of forms that education can take as you work through 
this course. 

Something else you will need to consider concerns the way that the word 
‘education’ is used. Very often it is assumed that education is, almost by 
definition, desirable. However, the word is used in this course in a 
neutral sense, simply to refer to processes of teaching and/or learning. 
This stance is important, because it is easy to forget how much 
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disagreement there can be about whether or not particular forms of 
teaching and/or learning are desirable. For example, fairly obviously, it is 
doubtful that the peer teaching often involved in learning how to acquire 
and use illegal drugs, or engage in burglary, is desirable. But even in less 
contentious areas there may be considerable divergence in view. There 
are those who deny that much of what currently passes for education in 
schools and colleges is genuinely educational (by which they mean 
desirable); instead, they may believe that all it amounts to is teaching to 
the test or preparing students to pass examinations, or that it is overly 
academic or framed by false (secular or religious) assumptions. While 
debates about what is and is not desirable are important, the main 
concern in this course is how to gain factual information on processes of 
teaching and learning which explains what happens and why – in other 
words, it is about educational enquiry. Such enquiry is an essential 
resource for arriving at conclusions about educational issues, even though 
it cannot on its own tell us what is and is not desirable. 

This has implications for how the words ‘enquiry’ and ‘research’ are 
used in the course. For the most part they have been treated as 
synonyms, and the forms of educational enquiry discussed here are fairly 
catholic in scope. Nevertheless, you should remember that treating 
enquiry/research as being primarily concerned with producing factual 
knowledge, rather than with promoting particular forms of education or 
its related activities, is a stance that is not universally accepted, even in 
principle, among those engaged in educational enquiry or those who have 
a stake in their work. This stance has meant that academic research on 
education is treated here as the primary model and the main source of 
examples, but you will find that the issues and methods discussed are 
equally relevant to forms of enquiry that are integrated into educational 
or political practice. Throughout, you will find that the course addresses 
a variety of competing interpretations of educational enquiry and its 
relationship to education, and you will be expected to consider the issues 
for yourself and to draw your own conclusions. 

The first DVD task provides an opportunity for you to begin work on the 
audio-visual aspect of the course, which you will find set out in the 
Media Guide. 

Go now to the Media Guide, and read the Introduction and Section 1, 
‘The experience of postgraduate study’. This involves watching Section 1 

DVD Task 1 

Allow about 1 hour	 of DVD 1, which features two educational practitioners who are studying 
at masters level: Colin Diggory and Ferwa Jaffery. When you have 
finished the component, return here to continue reading the Study 
Guide. 



Part 1 

Professional practice, 
policy-making and 
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Part 1 of the course begins by looking at the nature of educational 
practice and policy-making, the relationships between them, and the role 
of research in relation to both. One issue that this discussion raises is 
the recent, influential promotion of the idea of evidence-based practice – 
in particular, the extent to which it, and the kinds of educational 
policy associated with it, are leading to the de-professionalisation of 
educational practitioners, or to a process of re-professionalisatio n. 
A contrast is then drawn with the notion of ‘reflective practice’ and its 
implications for the role of educational enquiry. The final section of 
Part 1 considers the role of theory in both educational research and 
educational practice. 

1 The concept of evidence-based practice


You may or may not have come across the phrase ‘evidence-based 
practice’ before. Either way, take a few minutes to write a short 

Allow about description of what you think this term could, or should, mean. You 

Activity 2 

5 minutes 
should complete this activity before reading further. 

In the late 1990s there were calls, in the UK and several other countries, 
for both educational practice and educational policy to become more 
‘evidence-based’ – or at least evidence-informed. Parallel developments 
were taking place in other areas of professional work – for example, 
those concerned with health and various aspects of social welfare. This 
demand that professional practice should become evidence-informed may 
appear surprising. After all, has not professional practice always been 
informed by evidence? In fact, reliance on a body of scientific knowledge 
has long been treated as a defining feature of any profession, and has 
figured largely in the attempts by many occupations to gain this status. 
In the first half of the twentieth century it was taken to be one of the 
traits that marked professions off from other occupations (Flexner, 1915; 
Carr-Saunders and Wilson, 1933; see Box 1). 
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Box 1 

The trait model of a profession 

This model defines a ‘profession’ as having the following traits or 
features: 
l There is an altruistic orientation, or dedication on the part of 

occupational practitioners to the interests of clients. 

l Occupational practice is based on a substantial body of 
specialised, usually scientific, knowledge. 

l Practitioners go through an extended initial period of education 
or training. 

l An occupational code of ethics is in operation. 

l There is a strong form of self-organisation on the part of the 
occupation, designed to control entry and to discipline members 
who do not meet professional standards. 

Activity 3 Consider a teaching activity that you are involved in or know about: 

To what extent do the teachers involved meet the requirements for a 
profession laid down in the trait model outlined in Box 1? Consider 
each trait separately. 

How far, in your view, is the trait model a useful way of identifying a 
professional occupation? 

Do you think that the notion of a ‘profession’ has any meaning or 
legitimacy? 

Comment 
These are not issues on which this course takes a position, but they are 
ones you may need to think about when reflecting on the relationship 
between educational enquiry and practice. 

While the movement for evidence-based practice may seem simply to 
repeat one of the central ideas of the definition of a ‘profession’, it does 
involve distinctive requirements. It proposes that practice be guided much 
more directly by research evidence than previously, and by particular 
kinds of research evidence, notably those regarded as providing reliable 
information about ‘what works’ – in other words, about what is and is 
not ‘effective practice’. 

The case of education as a profession, or a collection of professions, has 
always been a complex and contested one. For example, in most 
countries, schoolteachers have never gained the sort of autonomy and 
power achieved by lawyers and doctors. Furthermore, the main body of 
knowledge on which their practice was supposed to be based was very 
often subject knowledge – in other words, the knowledge that was to be 
taught to children or students. This has even been true in the case of 

Allow about 
5 minutes 
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primary education, where pedagogical expertise might be thought more 
important. Thus, in recent decades, in the UK and some other societies, a 
weak grasp of subject knowledge on the part of primary-school teachers, 
especially in the areas of science and mathematics, has been held 
responsible for what have been identified as poor levels of educational 
performance (see Chapter 1 of Traianou, 2007). 

Of course, as well as subject knowledge, any teaching will contain an 
element of pedagogical knowledge – that is, ideas about how learning 
takes place and what works best when dealing with the typical problems 
that can arise in teaching. However, this pedagogical knowledge is 
usually, to a large extent, informally developed and shared, rather than 
derived from research evidence. Even where it has been shaped by 
outside sources, it is as likely to be influenced by various general 
educational theories or philosophies as by systematic empirical research. 

It is worth emphasising that research knowledge has been shaping 
educational practice since long before the rise of the evidence-based 
practice movement, as you will see in the next activity when you 
examine briefly the work of two researchers who have been influential in 
the development of ideas on the nature of learning – Jean Piaget 
(1896–1980) and Lev Vygotsky (1896–1934). The activity asks you to 
find out as much as you can about their work by undertaking a search for 
information on the internet. As you do this, however, you should keep in 
mind that while the internet is, of course, an invaluable source of 
information on all manner of topics, the quality of what is available there 
is very uneven. You are encouraged, therefore, to be discriminating in 
your use of the internet during your masters studies. 

Activity 4 
Vygotsky. (See the course website for guidance on carrying out internet 
Search the internet for information on the work of Jean Piaget and Lev 

searches.) Identify five sources of information about each of these 
researchers, and then compare the quality and kinds of information that 
those sources are providing. (Hint: the Piaget we are interested in is not 
a jeweller!) 

When you have done this, consider how you would set about judging 
the reliability of the various sources you have found. Are some likely to 
be sounder than others? On what basis have you decided this? 

Write around 500 words setting out the key ideas of each of these two 
psychologists, drawing on the more reliable material you have found. 

Finally, think about how the ideas of these two researchers relate to a 
field of teaching and learning with which you are familiar: 

Has their psychological work had any direct influence on that field? 

In your view, does their work have any implications for practice in 
this field? 

You should complete this activity before reading the Comment. 

Allow about 1 hour 
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Comment 
The ideas of Piaget and Vygotsky have generated diverse 
recommendations for educational practice. 

Piaget’s name has often been invoked by advocates of ‘discovery 
learning’ and progressive education – two approaches that strongly 
emphasise the autonomy of the learner. However, his work also 
highlights the important role that cognitive structures play in children’s 
learning, and, more generally, that what learners learn will depend on 
where they are starting from. 

By contrast, Vygotsky’s ideas are usually co-opted by those who insist 
that learning only takes place through structured teaching, and even by 
those who claim that there are ‘backward’ cultures which require 
civilising. It is certainly true that Vygotsky placed rather more emphasis 
than Piaget on the social aspects of learning, and on how the more 
knowledgeable in society can facilitate the learning of others. 

But it is also important to recognise that Vygotsky drew on Piaget’s 
work, and they both shared the idea that learners must actively construct 
their understanding of the world; in other words, they both denied that 
learning is a passive response to external stimuli. This has implications 
well beyond the context of children’s learning. Indeed, it carries an 
important message about all forms of education. 

Loosely interpreted, the ideas of these two men can be applied more 
widely. For example, they have implications for anyone interested in the 
notion of ‘the learning organisation’ or ‘the learning society’, concepts 
suggesting rather different modes of governance than those common in 
the past. Piaget’s ideas might encourage an approach that seeks to be 
responsive to the intrinsic development of the organisation and its 
members, taking account of whatever opportunities for further 
development that may arise. On the other hand, Vygotsky’s stance 
could be interpreted as promoting a rather more directive form of 
management, one that may even look for ways of forcing the process 
of development. 

Applying such loose interpretations of theories to situations that are very 
different from those in which they were developed can be a means of 
creatively generating new ideas. At the same time, it is important to 
remember the subtleties that have been lost, and that the theories are 
being distorted from their original character and purpose. 

The evidence-based practice movement actually began in the field of 
health, as ‘evidence-based medicine’. One source was the development of 
a particular kind of medical research – the randomised controlled trial 
(RCT) – which was originally designed as a way to assess the value of 
new drugs in order to check the claims of their manufacturers. The basic 
principle behind an RCT is that patients suffering from the relevant 
illness, who have agreed to participate in the trial, are randomly assigned 
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to either a treatment group or a control group: those in the treatment 
group receive the drug; those in the control group do not. Through 
comparing the subsequent experiences of the two groups, it is often 
possible to draw reasonably sound conclusions about the drug’s 
effectiveness in treating the illness it is intended for, and about its side 
effects. This is because, if the groups are fairly large, random allocation 
should result in background differences between the two groups being 
minimised. In most cases, the consequences of these differences will 
cancel one another out, leaving the effects of the drug relatively easy to 
identify. 

Box 2 

Randomised controlled trials 

Randomised controlled trials (RCTs) often assume rather more 
complex forms than has been indicated here. One feature that is 
often considered important, although not always possible to 
implement, is that the trials should be ‘double-blind’. This means, 
first of all, that patients should not know whether they are part of 
the treatment group or the control group. In drug trials, this is 
achieved by giving the control group a placebo – a potion that has 
no effects. Secondly, trials are usually administered by a large 
number of doctors treating their own patients, and the researchers 
will usually try to ensure that the doctors themselves do not know 
which of their patients is receiving the treatment and which the 
placebo. The overall aim of double-blinding is to try to avoid any 
effects on the outcome as a result of expectations about the drug 
on the part of patients and their doctors. 

A second complicating factor in RCTs is that the comparison 
involved may not be between ‘treatment’ and ‘no treatment’; rather, 
it can be among a range of treatments, to discover which works 
best, what side effects are associated with each, and so on. Here 
too there may be an attempt to ensure that patients and doctors are 
unaware of who is receiving which treatment. 

Activity 5 
randomised controlled trials in comparison to: 
Briefly list what you see as the potential strengths and weaknesses of 

l any other kinds of research with which you are familiar 

l reliance on practitioner experience. 

You should complete this activity before reading the Comment. 

Comment 
The great strength of RCTs is that, other things being equal, they are the 
best way of discovering what the effects of a treatment are. This is 
because they allow control of variables, so that the effects of the 
variable that is of particular interest – the treatment – can be identified. 

Allow about 
15 minutes 
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Effective control of variables of this kind is not possible in non
experimental research, or in the course of medical or any other kinds of 
practice. 

There are, however, a number of problems in drawing conclusions from 
RCTs about ‘what works’, even in the case of drug treatments. One is 
that it cannot be assumed that the patients involved in the trial are 
representative of all the patients to whom the treatment might 
subsequently be given. Indeed, there may be reasons to expect that 
they are unrepresentative. For example, it is not uncommon for 
participants in trials to be selected on the basis that they do not have 
other illnesses apart from the one with which the trial is concerned. 
While this is advantageous in ruling out other factors that might obscure 
the effects of the treatment, many of the patients who might 
subsequently be given the drug will have more than one illness, and the 
trial will not necessarily give us accurate information about the drug’s 
effects on them. 

A related problem is that RCTs usually only tell researchers what the 
average effect of a treatment is. However, we can be fairly sure with 
most treatments that they will be relatively successful with some 
patients, less successful with others, have no effect on yet others, and 
perhaps even have damaging consequences for a few. RCTs are not 
usually able to indicate what proportions of patients fall into each of 
these categories. 

Some opponents of evidence-based medicine see experience and 
judgement as a much sounder basis for treatment decisions than 
research evidence. Moreover, most advocates of evidence-based 
medicine acknowledge that treatment decisions cannot be based solely 
on research evidence: instead doctors must make their own judgements, 
drawing on detailed knowledge of their patients, and perhaps also on 
their own past experience of dealing with the illness. However, these 
advocates would argue that the conclusions doctors reach on the basis 
of their own experience are at least as likely to be false as those they 
make on the basis of research evidence. There is also a problem 
concerning how experiential and research evidence can be combined. 

Further potential problems can arise when what is being investigated is 
a treatment that is more complex than the administration of a drug. Even 
when drugs are involved, getting the dosage right may be important. In 
addition, other treatments may not be standardised to the same extent 
and, as a result, it will not always be clear exactly what is the most 
effective treatment. For example, there are different ways of repairing a 
hernia, but the skill of the doctor concerned is perhaps at least as 
important in determining success or failure. The problems are even 
greater in the case of treatments for various kinds of mental illness, 
especially those that rely on intensive interaction between doctor and 
patient. 

It is also worth noting that not all research is concerned with discovering 
‘what works’ or even with documenting causal relations, and here other 
approaches may be more appropriate than the RCT. 
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Of course, RCTs are not the only source of evidence about ‘what works’, 
even in medicine. However, they are the ‘gold standard’ for some 
commentators – for example, Archie Cochrane, who was a strong early 
advocate (see Cochrane, 1989). Even though he was a practising doctor 
himself, Cochrane had a rather low opinion of doctors’ own judgements 
about what treatments do and do not work, relying simply on their own 
experience. His reasons were that any individual doctor will see an 
unrepresentative sample of patients with particular illnesses, and will find 
it very difficult to separate the effects of the treatment from other factors 
that could have affected the outcome for the patient. Also, doctors do not 
always systematically, accurately and precisely record what treatments are 
given to what patients, or investigate in any detail the experience of 
those patients. Furthermore, to a large extent, the treatments they use are 
based on what they learned in training, which may be many years in the 
past and therefore out of date. 

It is not just practical experience that offers an alternative to knowledge 
gained from RCTs. There have long been other kinds of research in the 
field of medicine and elsewhere: quantitative studies that do not involve 
random allocation to treatment and control groups; and qualitative studies 
(which use open-ended observation and/or interviewing) that are more 
focused on understanding, for example, how diagnosis takes place, how 
patients use medicines, how they interpret their experience and what 
strategies they use to deal with problems. Initially at least, the evidence
based medicine movement tended to marginalise these other kinds of 
research, as well as the experienced judgement of medical practitioners, 
in favour of reliance, wherever possible, on findings from RCTs. 
However, those involved in the movement have usually not denied the 
value of other sources of evidence, and have often emphasised that even 
the information obtained from RCTs must be interpreted by individual 
practitioners in the course of dealing with their patients, that such 
information cannot be assumed to indicate immediately what is the 
best course of treatment (see, for example, Sackett et al., 1985). This is 
because, as we have noted, such trials deal only with average effects 
within the treatment and control groups, and not with differences 
between types of people, when determining whether or how well a 
treatment works. 

One of evidence-based medicine’s main emphases has been on the 
importance of health practitioners’ keeping up to date with research 
evidence that is relevant to the illnesses they deal with, both in general 
terms and when treating particular cases. Its advocates have put much 
effort into seeking to make research evidence easily available to 
practitioners. This is the goal of the Cochrane Collaboration (founded in 
1993 and named after Archie Cochrane), which carries out systematic 
reviews of evidence about the clinical effectiveness of various health 
treatments, collating evidence from multiple studies. Much emphasis has 
been placed on the use of information and communication technology 
(ICT) to allow practitioners immediate access to this evidence, with some 
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consideration given to the sorts of training that practitioners may need in 
order to be able to interpret research evidence – for example, to assess its 
likely validity. 

Think about any aspect or form of educational practice with which you 
are familiar, and consider the following questions. What scope do you 

Allow about think there is for this being improved by drawing on evidence from 

Activity 6 

15 minutes 
randomised controlled trials designed to discover which educational 
strategies work best? What are the possibilities here? What are the 
limitations? 

In fact, only a relatively small number of RCTs have been carried out in 
the field of education, aside from those concerned with health promotion. 
Partly as a result of this, advocates of evidence-based practice have been 
preoccupied with what they see as the weaknesses or failures of currently 
available educational research, sometimes drawing an explicit, and 
negative, comparison with clinical research in the field of health. The 
argument has been that, in education, the body of research evidence 
necessary to inform practitioners about which teaching methods are 
effective, and which are not, is simply not available. This has fuelled 
calls for educational research to be reformed, and there have been moves 
in this direction in the UK, the United States and elsewhere. 

A striking illustration of this line of argument is found in an article 
published in the US magazine Education Week, entitled ‘What if 
research really mattered?’ (Ravitch, 1998). The author is an educational 
historian and commentator on education in the United States. In the 
article, she describes what happened during a medical emergency when 
her life was threatened by pulmonary embolisms. At the hospital, the 
doctors were not only able to identify the problem straight away but 
also to prescribe an effective treatment. As she lay in the intensive care 
unit listening to doctors discuss her condition, she suddenly realised that 
she was ‘deeply grateful’ that her treatment would be based on medical, 
not educational, research. She imagined a group of educational 
researchers discussing her case: 

[M]y new specialists [the education researchers] began to 
argue over whether anything was actually wrong with me. A 
few thought that I had a problem, but others scoffed and said 
that such an analysis was tantamount to ‘blaming the victim’. 
Some challenged the concept of ‘illness’, claiming that it 
was a social construction, utterly lacking in objective reality. 
Others rejected the evidence of the tests used to diagnose my 
ailment; a few said that the tests were meaningless for 
females, and others insisted that the tests were meaningless 
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for anyone under any circumstances. One of the noisier 
researchers maintained that any effort to focus attention on 
my individual situation merely diverted attention from gross 
social injustices ... . 

... Some maintained that it was wrong to stigmatize people 
who were short of breath and had a really sore leg; perhaps 
it was a challenge for me to breathe and to walk, but who 
was to say that the behaviors I exhibited were inappropriate 
or inferior compared to what most people did? Some people 
who were short of breath and had sore legs were actually 
happier, I learned, than people who did not exhibit these 
traits. A few researchers continued to insist that something 
was wrong with me; one even pulled out the results of my 
CAT-scan and sonogram. But the rest ridiculed the tests, 
pointing out that they represented only a snapshot of my 
actual condition and were therefore completely unreliable, as 
compared to longitudinal data (which of course was 
unavailable). ... 

I looked appreciatively at the medical doctors around my 
bed, grateful to be surrounded by men and women who have 
a common vocabulary, a common body of knowledge, a 
shared set of criteria, and clear standards for recognizing and 
treating illnesses. They have access to reliable tests that tell 
them what the problem is, and they agree on treatments that 
have been validated over a long period of time. ... 

... Why don’t we insist ... on well-tested, validated education 
research? Lives are at risk here, too. ... 

(Ravitch, 1998, p. 33) 

You should now carry out an online search for Diane Ravitch’s short 
article – the publication details are: 

Reading 1 

Allow about 1 hour 
Diane Ravitch, 1998, ‘What if research really mattered?’, Education 
Week, 16 December, vol. 18, no. 16, p. 33.


You can set about looking for this article in a number of ways. These

include the following:


l From your MyOpenLibrary web page, select the link to the database 
Academic Search Premier, and then search for the article by typing 
its title into one of the search fields. 

l In the Open University’s online Library catalogue, Voyager, select 
Search. Type the name of the journal in the ‘Find this’ box; choose 
Journal Title Keyword in the ‘Find Results In’ box, and then click 
on Search. The journal should come up in the list of results (it may 
come up more than once). Follow the web link next to Linked 
resources at the bottom of the catalogue record. 
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l From the OU Library Home page, select E-Resources, then 
Electronic journals, and search for ‘Education Week’ in 
the A–Z listing. 

Make sure that you have found the right year of publication, the volume 
and issue numbers (volume 18, issue number 16) and finally the article 
itself – select the ‘Full Text’ version. 

Read the full article and, as you do so, outline the main contrasts that 
Ravitch identifies between the fields of medicine and education. Then 
consider the following questions: 

What exactly are her criticisms of educational research? 

Are there any respects in which you think that the comparison 
she is making is a sound one? 

Are there any respects in which you think that the comparison is 
unsound? 

You should complete this activity before reading the Comment. 

Comment 
Ravitch’s main concern is to highlight what she sees as a contrast 
between medicine and education. In her view, they differ in at least two 
respects: first in the effectiveness of the techniques available, and 
second in the extent to which researchers involved in the two fields 
focus on building up knowledge about ‘what works’ and applying it. In 
her account of how educational researchers might have approached her 
illness, she is parodying tendencies that can be found in that field – for 
example: 

l a preoccupation with who is to blame for particular educational 
problems, rather than with the effectiveness of strategies for dealing 
with them 

l a commitment to particular theoretical perspectives and to working 
out their implications rather than subjecting them to sustained 
empirical testing 

l the valuing of ideas for their own sake, rather than being concerned 
with what is of practical benefit. 

These tendencies by no means apply to all educational research, but 
they can certainly be found there. 

A number of questions could be raised concerning the comparison 
Ravitch is making, and her evaluations. First, she is using her 
experience with medical treatment in order to comment on the state of 
educational research, whereas a more direct comparison would have 
been with educational practice. The people treating her in hospital were 
probably not, for the most part, medical researchers. Therefore, like is 
not being compared with like, since medical researchers may have 
approached her rather differently from her doctors. For example, they 
may have been more concerned with how her case could be used to 
test out ideas about the causes of pulmonary embolisms, or have shown 
more uncertainty about the nature of this illness and what works in 
treating it. Researchers often tend to be rather sceptical in their 
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orientation, and this is true in all fields, not just in education. This is no 
accident – it is to do with the very nature of research. 

It is worth noting, too, that, if the advocates of evidence-based medicine 
are right, the difference in effectiveness between medical and 
educational techniques may be less than Ravitch claims. You may also 
want to question her claim that ‘lives are at risk’ in education in a 
parallel way to medicine. Do educational practices have the same kinds 
of consequences as medical ones? 

However, a couple of points could be made in favour of Ravitch’s 
comparison: 
l One kind of research in the health field is clinical research, which 

is generally carried out by practising doctors, and is usually 
concerned with whether particular treatments work. As you will see 
later in the course, some commentators believe that educational 
research is separated off too much from educational practice, 
and ought to be closer in character to this sort of clinical research 
than it is. 

l Secondly, perhaps the underlying point of Ravitch’s whole article is 
that if educational researchers were more like medical researchers 
then educational practitioners would be in a position to act in the 
highly effective manner that she ascribes to doctors. Whether or not 
she is right about this is an interesting and contentious issue. 

Since the publication of Ravitch’s article, significant changes have 
taken place in the United States, which were designed to improve the 
quality of educational research. A major investigation into it was carried 
out, and there has been strong pressure from the federal government 
and from funding bodies to promote the use of randomised controlled 
trials in order to identify ‘what works’. A similar process of criticism 
took place in the UK from the early 1990s onwards, as the next reading 
indicates. 

’ 
Reading 2 

profession: possibilities and prospects by David Hargreaves. This is the 
Read Chapter 1 in the Reader, entitled ‘Teaching as a research-based 

published version of the annual Teacher Training Agency Lecture given 
in London in 1996. It played a key role in stimulating various nationally 
funded developments designed to improve the quality of educational 
research in the UK. 

As you read the chapter, try to pick out the main points of Hargreaves’ 
argument. You will find that they are similar in some respects to the 
points made by Ravitch in the previous reading. 

Then consider the following questions: 

In what respects is Hargreaves’ argument convincing? 

What questions would you want to ask about his position? 

You should complete this activity before reading the Comment. 

Allow about 2 hours 



26 E891 Educational Enquiry: Study Guide 

Comment 
Like Ravitch, Hargreaves draws a comparison with medicine, and 
explicitly argues that educational research has failed to provide 
educational practitioners with the knowledge they require about which 
pedagogical strategies work and which do not. He is certainly right to 
argue that educational research has not provided much knowledge 
of this kind, although this is not for want of trying: over the course of the 
twentieth century, a great deal of educational research was devoted to 
that task. Yet, Hargreaves points out, there are still serious problems 
with the way that educational research has been, and is currently being, 
pursued. 

Several questions could be raised about Hargreaves’ argument: 

Is his account of medical research and its relationship to medical

practice sound?


Is he right in what he says about the nature of educational research?


Could educational research play the role that he wants it to play?


Some of these questions will be addressed later in the course, 
especially in Part 6. 

Ravitch, Hargreaves and others who are concerned with how research 
can serve evidence-based practice are not simply putting forward a 
particular view of the relationship between research and practice. They 
are also, though largely implicitly, promoting distinctive views about the 
nature of the activities on either side of that relationship. It is clear that 
they think educational research needs to change in character, although 
neither Ravitch nor Hargreaves insists that it must take the form of 
randomised controlled trials. What they say involves less explicit, but 
equally important, assumptions about the nature of educational practice. 
The important role that the evidence-based practice movement has often 
ascribed to policy-making in laying down guidelines for practice is 
another factor to keep in mind. 

2 Educational practice and policy-making 

The terms ‘practice’ and ‘policy-making’ can both be interpreted in wider 
or narrower senses, and what they are referring to may even overlap. 

In broad terms, an educational practice is any activity that is concerned 
with teaching someone something or encouraging them to learn in 
some way. Often it will be an occupational activity that is taking place 
within one or other kind of institution. For example, the term could 
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describe the work of nurse educators, schoolteachers, lecturers in further 
education colleges, universities or adult education centres, instructors in 
the armed services, trainers in a college for police recruits, and so on. 
Equally, as we saw earlier, education can take place in more informal 
settings – in classes happening in a community hall, in people’s homes, 
on the streets and in workplaces. A variety of possible educational 
relationships may be involved – for example, adults educating other 
adults, parents educating their children, or children educating their 
parents about the latest fashions or about something more practical like 
how to download music onto a digital audio player. Furthermore, as this 
last example indicates, education often involves mediating technology of 
one kind or other, such as computers, radios, televisions or even the 
humble book. While in some cases there is a clear role for someone 
whose task is to teach, in others there may be no sharp and fixed 
divisions between the roles of teacher and learner. The main focus of this 
course is on those who play formally defined roles as educators of some 
kind. It is important to question what is involved in this kind of educative 
practice and the role that evidence, particularly research evidence, plays 
in it. Nevertheless, parallels can still be drawn with more informal kinds 
of teaching and learning. 

As with educational practice, the meaning of the term ‘policy-making’ 
can also vary and may be quite wide. The narrow meaning of the term 
concerns policy-making at national or even international level – in 
particular, the policies announced by governments, or those pursued by 
various governmental departments and agencies. But, of course, 
educational institutions and other organisations themselves usually have 
policies of various kinds that deal with diverse aspects of their operation 
– such as policies on admissions, disciplinary codes, and so on. Even 
beyond this, there is a sense in which we all have policies – that is, 
standard ways of dealing with certain issues and problems in life – and 
sometimes we make them explicit. Thus even individual educational 
practitioners may develop their own policies. 

Policies are sometimes thought of as written documents or as formal 
statements of some kind. To write teaching plans, or even New Year’s 
resolutions, is to write policy in a key sense of that term. However, not 
all policies are written down, and even where they are formally defined, 
it could be argued that what is most important is how they are actually 
implemented or interpreted, and not what is written on the page or 
website, or even what the ‘policy-maker ’ expects to happen. You may 
think of policies as being made up of rules, guidelines or principles on 
how to deal with an issue or problem. But you will need to take account 
of the scope for divergence between intended policies, whether written or 
not, and the courses of action that people actually follow in practice 
under the auspices of a policy. 
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Activity 7 Think about a policy that is at least broadly educational, one that you 

Allow about 
15 minutes 

are familiar with – it may be a policy associated with a government or an 
organisation of some kind. As far as you can, on the basis of the 
knowledge that you have, write a brief description of this policy, framing 
your response around the following questions: 

Who made the policy concerned?


What was the aim of the policy?


What did it involve?


Who was responsible for implementing it?


Was it implemented in relatively standard ways, or was there

variation across the people involved? What were the reasons for

this?


Were the results in line with what was intended?


What is significant about policy-making, in the large and complex 
societies in which most of us live today, is that it involves a division of 
labour. The people who make the policies are only rarely those who are 
supposed to abide by them or carry them out. Now this can be quite 
important, because there may be significant differences between the 
interpretations and evaluations of a particular policy on the part of those 
who formulated it, those whose job it is to make sure it is followed, 
those whose practice it is supposed to guide, and those who are supposed 
to be its beneficiaries. There may also be differences within all four 
groups, as well as changes over time: indeed, there may not just be 
differences but serious conflicts. Moreover, practitioners are often subject 
to a range of policies whose requirements may be divergent, and there 
can be quite radical shifts in policy over relatively short periods of time. 

Policies usually come about as a result of the experiencing or publicising 
of a problem. However, what is problematic is determined by what is 
expected and what is desired, as well as by what actually happens; and 
expectations and desires can, of course, vary. Furthermore, not all 
problems generate policies from national governments: some do not get 
onto the agenda and others fall off it before any policy has been devised 
or implemented. Policies designed to deal with one problem often 
generate new ones, which in turn must be addressed by further policies 
or by practical expedients of one sort or another. This point is illustrated 
in the history of the national curriculum, and the associated assessment 
regime, laid down for UK schools in the late 1980s. Since that time, 
there have been continual and significant revisions to these policies, as 
well as substantial variation in adaptations towards them on the part of 
those working in schools. 

At a national level, problems are defined by the activities of various 
agents, including pressure groups, which can lead to major disputes about 
the nature of a problem, about its seriousness and even about whether or 
not there is actually a problem at all. For example, campaigns on the issue 
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of boys’ ‘underachievement’ in school, both in the UK and elsewhere 
(notably the US and Australia), followed an earlier period during the 
1970s in which there had been much concern about the underachievement 
of girls, particularly in the areas of science, mathematics and technology. 
It had been argued that this underachievement seriously disadvantaged 
girls’ life chances, encouraging them to select those types of job 
traditionally seen as appropriate for females or to regard a career 
as secondary to bringing up a family. This earlier campaign, in which 
feminists played a crucial role, led to some changes in the way that 
science, mathematics and technology were taught in schools. 

In the mid 1990s in the UK, however, public attention came to focus on 
areas in which boys achieved less well, on average, than girls – notably 
in English and the study of foreign languages – and on the fact that 
boys’ overall average level of academic performance was lower on some 
measures. There was much discussion of the issue in the mass media, 
and it was taken up by some prominent politicians and officials. 

on ‘boys’ ’. 
Activity 8 

choosing, to look for material educational underachievement
Carry out an internet search, using a search engine of your own 

Select two or three web items, and note down what is being claimed in 
them and the evidence provided for those claims. 

Think about the kinds of material you have collected from your search: 

How would you characterise them? Are they reports from pressure 
groups or from other sorts of organisation, government policy

statements, academic articles, or what?


How would you set about interpreting and evaluating them?


It should not be assumed that the ways in which relative achievement 
levels between the sexes became identified as an educational problem – 
first in relation to girls and later to boys – simply reflected actual 
changes in achievement levels between the sexes. Of course, the question 
remains whether, and in what ways, comparative underachievement of 
the relevant kind may have been a factor. But, in both cases, the 
complexity of the situation made it possible to arrive at quite different 
judgements, depending on what was being compared, what measures 
were used and what was considered relevant and important. 

The key point to bear in mind is that many factors determine whether or 
not something is regarded as a problem requiring treatment, and the level 
of policy priority that is then given to it. A political process is involved, 
so that a policy’s perceived importance depends on who takes up the 
issue, how it relates to current socio-economic circumstances and what 
resources are available to those publicising the problem, including what 
might be called symbolic or rhetorical resources. The mass media, for 
example, will often play a key role in bringing an issue to the attention 
of policy-makers. 

Allow about 
20 minutes 
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In the case of boys’ underachievement in the UK, from the 1960s 
onwards boys did in fact have a lower average level of achievement in 
English in terms of examination success at age 16 plus. But only in 
the 1990s was this given any significant level of public attention, 
with calls for policy interventions to remedy the problem. Moreover, 
the campaign over male underachievement undoubtedly capitalised, 
in rhetorical terms, on both the earlier campaign over female 
underachievement and the reaction that had developed against that earlier 
campaign in some quarters. It was argued, for example, that if girls’ 
previous ‘underachievement’ had not simply reflected lesser ability on 
their part in the subjects of science, mathematics and technology, then the 
same could be said about boys’ lower average levels of achievement in 
English and foreign languages. And if intervention had been justified to 
rectify girls’ lower average levels of performance, then it would also be 
justified in relation to boys’ lower average levels of achievement. 

In the 1970s and the 1990s, there was much debate over whether there 
was any genuine difference between the sexes in ability, whether this 
really had the significance that was attributed to it and, if so, what the 
appropriate explanation and policy solution might be. Those who 
opposed the feminist campaign to make changes in the education system 
argued that variation in performance simply reflected sex differences in 
relevant types of ability. The response of many feminists to the more 
recent campaign over boys’ underachievement has been to suggest that it 
amounts to a moral panic: an exaggerated reaction to any differences in 
achievement levels, one that would reinstate features of an education 
system that had always favoured boys.1 

Gender differences in school achievement are just one of many foci for 
government policy in recent years, of course. However, campaigns on 
this issue have formed part of a broader trend in the UK and elsewhere, 
in which there has been increasing policy intervention in relation to 
various forms of educational practice, particularly but not exclusively 
those that are state-funded. The case of formal schooling in England in 
recent decades is one example, although there are many parallels with 
policy developments in other sectors and in other countries. Some of the 
main changes can be summarised as follows: 

l Where previously professional practitioners were given a considerable 
degree of autonomy in determining how best to go about their work, 
there has been increasing policy specification of both what should be 
taught and how it should be taught. In England, a key development 
has been the institution of a ‘national curriculum’ that specifies what 
is to be taught in schools at each age level, and how much time 
should be spent on different subjects. Associated with this have been 
increasing moves to specify what are and are not appropriate 
pedagogic strategies. Significant examples here include the 
establishment of literacy and numeracy hours in primary schools, 

1 See Epstein et al. (1998), Martino and Meyenn (2001) and Smith (2003) for discussion of, and 
argument about, the problem of boys’ underachievement. 
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and the introduction of a competence-based curriculum in further 
education colleges – policies that include quite detailed specification 
of the role of the teacher. 

l A second important development has been the institution of various 
forms of marketisation, increasing the scope, in principle at least, for 
parents and students to make choices about which schools to select at 
both primary and secondary level. The aim of these changes, or at 
least one aim, has been to make schools more responsive to parental 
pressure, in particular to make them more competitive in seeking to 
maximise the educational achievements of their pupils. This has been 
facilitated by the publication of league tables that purport to measure 
the success of different schools in this respect. Similar developments 
have occurred in both further and higher education. 

l There has also been the development of an inspection regime that is 
concerned very specifically with monitoring the compliance of 
schools and teachers with current policies, and with officially 
endorsed models of good practice. 

Think whether there is an area of education you are familiar with that 
has been subject to policy interventions of the kinds discussed above. 

Allow about Can you describe the explicit or implicit model of educational practice 

Activity 9 

15 minutes 
built into it? Jot down a brief summary of your ideas. 

It is worth reiterating that these sorts of change are by no means 
restricted to the field of schooling: some can be found in other areas of 
education and in other professional fields, too. Indeed, they can be seen 
as reflecting a shift in attitude towards the public sector in many Western 
societies, notably the United States, Australia, New Zealand and the UK. 
This shift has often been labelled as a move towards the ‘new public 
management’ or managerialism (Ferlie et al., 1996; Pollitt, 1993; Clarke 
and Newman, 1997; Power, 1997). 

Managerialism (see Box 3) is the application of a particular model of 
how work should be organised, which originated in the large commercial 
organisations that emerged in Western societies over the course of the 
twentieth century. The scale of these organisations meant that it was no 
longer possible for all aspects of their operation to be overseen by a 
single owner or manager. Furthermore, the function of management was 
developed as a distinctive kind of role, one that required generic 
knowledge and skills rather than those specific to any particular kind of 
production or service provision. Not only did the number of managers 
increase sharply, but their roles came to be defined as specifying 
objectives and monitoring performance in relation to those objectives. 
Effective management began to be seen as the crucial factor in 
determining an organisation’s success, and better management as the 
remedy for any organisational failure. 
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Box 3 

Managerialism, management and leadership 

The term ‘managerialism’ frequently carries a negative connotation. 
An important question arises, however, over the nature of the 
relationship between managerialism and the function of 
management. Do the critics of managerialism believe that 
management is unnecessary – for example, that the organisation of 
educational institutions should be collegial, or that each professional 
should be entirely responsible for his or her own actions? Or is it 
only a particular form of management that they deplore? 

It is certainly true that people hold very different views about the 
importance and character of management as a function within 
organisations, including national governments. This diversity of 
opinion can be found even within the literature on organisational 
management. For example, one of the early classics of that 
literature portrayed management as concerned with the coordination 
of activities across an organisation (Barnard, 1938). This is very 
different from some influential views today, which see management 
as playing a key role in setting the mission of an organisation and 
strategically managing its performance. 

There are also differences of opinion over the way that the function 
of management (however defined) should be carried out. At least 
part of the opposition to managerialism is against a quite specific 
view of the function of management and how it should be pursued. 
As you saw above, this involves specifying priorities and targets for 
organisation members, monitoring their success in pursuing these 
and remedying any failures on their part. 

However, this is by no means the only view evident in the literature 
on the nature of the management function and how it should be 
performed. A common alternative is to highlight the importance of 
leadership rather than, or as well as, management. Emphasis is 
placed on the role of leaders in modelling the kinds of attitudes and 
behaviour that they wish an organisation’s members to adopt, and 
on the need to inspire commitment to the organisation. Moreover, 
there is recognition that this involves personal qualities like 
charisma; and that the way people are treated carries messages 
about their identity which shape how they feel and behave, in ways 
that could be very important for the organisation. 

A final important point to make here is that many writers on 
management stress the extent to which this function is distributed 
among many members of an organisation, rather than simply being 
concentrated at the top. Moreover, distributed leadership and 
recognition of its importance are often thought to play a key role in 
ensuring that organisations have the kind of flexibility in responding 
to external environmental changes that is widely believed to be 
essential to successful performance, and even survival, in modern 
(or postmodern) societies. 
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So, in many countries and across many sectors, there has been 
increasing intervention in educational processes by policy-makers at 
various levels. Furthermore, very often the mode of policy-making has 
been managerialist, involving the specification of targets, the 
measurement of outcomes, and attempts at increasing micromanagement 
of the work of those involved so as to try to improve their performance. 
Lying behind this development has been the assumption not only that the 
performance of educational organisations and of their management has 
been unsatisfactory in the past, but also that the level of performance can 
be continually increased as management becomes more effective. In 
many cases the private sector of the economy has been the explicit 
model for reform of the public sector, on the assumption that it is there 
that competition drives effectiveness and efficiency. The aim has been to 
establish regulatory arrangements that act as a substitute for the market, 
or even to introduce competition among providers. It is worth noting 
that, in some quarters, the motivation behind this has been a belief that 
the result will be improved public services for those clients or 
beneficiaries who have previously been excluded or marginalised. 

These developments have not, of course, gone without scrutiny and 
criticism. Some commentators have questioned the very possibility of 
implementing this form of management in ways that would genuinely 
lead to improvement. They have argued that it operates on a simplistic 
conception of both policy-making and practice. In particular, it neglects 
the facts that: 

l multiple goals are usually involved 

l the achievement of these goals cannot often be measured 
accurately, or even spelt out explicitly in a way that would allow 
measurement 

l all manner of constraints operate on practitioners – constraints that 
rule out some options that might be successful 

l any policy has to be ‘sold’ to powerful constituencies, and this will 
shape its character 

l decisions have to be taken over time, and one decision will often 
place constraints on future decisions 

l it is often difficult to pinpoint exactly when and how any complex 
decision was made, since it will have been the outcome of a 
range of actions on the part of many different agents, perhaps 
happening over quite a long period 

l decisions are always made within a framework of assumptions that 
are largely taken for granted. 

These features of the decision-making involved in the production and 
implementation of policies have important implications for the idea that 
policy-making can, and should, be based on research evidence 
(Hammersley, 2005). 
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A related set of criticisms has concerned the effects of managerialist 
policy-making on those who are expected to implement policies. This 
depends, in part, on the compatibility of that kind of policy-making with 
the professionalism of educational practitioners. 

Activity 10 Consider the following questions, making a note of your responses: 

In what respects might the managerialist form of policy-making 
described above be compatible with the notion of evidence-based 
practice? 

Is it incompatible with professional practice? 

Briefly outline any experience you have had of conflict between 
managerialist policy-making and your own sense of professionalism. 

Are there any respects in which this kind of managerialism is compatible 
with some interpretations of professionalism? 

Could it be conducive to heightened professionalism? 

The image of effective practice built into the notion of evidence-based, or 
evidence-infor med, practice is one in which policy-makers and/or 
practitioners determine what should be done (what should be taught, 
how, to whom, and so on) on the basis of research evidence about ‘what 
works’. Whether this is compatible with what is referred to here as 
‘managerialism’ depends, in part, on who has the role of interpreting the 
implications of research for practice, and on who has the task of 
assessing the validity of research findings. There is a tendency for the 
authority to make such decisions to be vested in someone other than the 
educational practitioner (although this is by no means automatic 
or unavoidable). This means that what is and is not good practice may be 
decided by education managers, or even by policy-makers, perhaps (but 
not necessarily) on the basis of educational research. This represents a 
challenge to older notions of professionalism, which usually stress the 
importance of practitioners exercising independent judgement on the 
basis of their own expertise. Many of these issues are explored in the 
next section. 

Allow about 
30 minutes 
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3	 De-professionalisation or 
re-professionalisation? 

The developments outlined in the previous section obviously have 
profound implications for educational practice in the fields where they 
have occurred, and they have given rise to considerable debate. This 
debate has often centred around the question of whether practitioners are 
being de-professionalised or re-professionalised in the process. 

David Hargreaves addressed this issue in an article published a couple of 
years before his TTA lecture (which you read earlier, for Reading 2). In 
this earlier article, he noted that the effects of contemporary education 
reforms in Britain had been interpreted by many as de-professionalising 
and de-skilling teachers. However, he suggested that ‘there may well be 
some very positive outcomes for teachers, though these were not an 
intentional feature of the reforms’ (Hargreaves, 1994, p. 424). 
Furthermore, it seems that he would apply much the same analysis to 
other educational sectors. For example, he describes ‘the culture of 
higher education [as] an extreme version of [the] highly competitive 
individualism’ that he deplores as being a feature of schools in the past 
(p. 431). Moreover, in the UK at least, some of the same sorts of reform 
that have occurred in the school system are now taking place within 
universities. 

Hargreaves sees educational reform as having stimulated 

a movement away from the teacher ’s traditional professional 
authority and autonomy towards new forms of relationship 
with colleagues, with students, and with parents. These 
relationships are becoming closer as well as more intense 
and collaborative, involving more and explicit negotiation of 
roles and responsibilities. The conventional classroom focus 
of teachers’ work is now set within a framework of whole
school policies, and the planning and implementation of 
agreed priorities. In relation to the curriculum, there is 
greater concern than in the past with continuity and 
progression for students and so for better co-ordination 
between teachers. The strong focus on student learning and 
achievement as well as on institutional improvement leads to 
more sophisticated models and practices of professional 
development. Teachers are not merely working more co
operatively; they feel a stronger obligation towards and 
responsibility for their colleagues. 

(Hargreaves, 1994, p. 424) 

In saying this, Hargreaves is explicitly contrasting an old professionalism 
with a new one. He characterises the old professionalism as involving a 
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‘culture of individualism’ that stresses professional autonomy, the latter 
being the independence of teachers ‘within the isolated privacy of their 
classrooms, insulated from observation and criticism’. Such a culture 
involves 

a reluctance to share professional problems, unless disguised 
as (therapeutic) grumbles, since to confess problems is to 
give an impression of incompetence; [teachers] display the 
same anti-intellectual suspicion of talking seriously about 
education in general terms as opposed to gossiping about the 
particularities of social life; they still prefer their relationships 
with colleagues to be harmonious, but an avoidance of 
working closely together is often seen as the best method of 
maintaining the desired state of peaceful co-existence. 

(Hargreaves, 1994, p. 425) 

By contrast, the new professionalism emphasises collaboration and 
collective responsibility for what goes on in a school: 

A collaborative culture retains a strong sense of professional 
autonomy, but without the isolation that arises in the culture 
of individualism. There is a professional autonomy that is a 
property of the school and the community of teachers, rather 
than the individual teacher ... . Both individuals and groups 
are valued in a collaborative culture. This creates a climate 
of trust which allows staff to talk as openly about their 
problems as about last night’s television – not least because 
good humour is characteristic of life in such a staff-room. ... 

[Where the] old professionalism clearly divided between 
‘senior management’ and the rest of the staff ... [in] the new 
professionalism management and leadership are not people 
but functions that the school has to attend to by giving 
everybody, from principal to the most junior colleague, 
regular opportunities for leadership and management 
according to the nature of the problem, the circumstances at 
the time, and the available talent. 

(Hargreaves, 1994, pp. 426–7, 429) 

Hargreaves portrays the old professionalism as having been a successful 
barrier against innovation and reform at a time when the pressure for the 
latter had been relatively weak. In such circumstances 

teachers can hide behind the protective shield of 
individualism (or professional autonomy) and resist the 
change until the pressure eases or disappears. Individualism 
is a most efficacious defender of conservatism ... 

(Hargreaves, 1994, p. 425) 



Part 1: Professional practice, policy-making and research 37 

However, he argues that the recent reforms have been so powerful, so 
‘massive in scope and scale’, that few teachers are ‘now able to exercise 
that combination of self-reliance and immunity to intervention on which 
individualism thrives’. Instead, ‘a collective defence through a degree 
of co-operation or collaboration becomes prudent, whether to implement 
or to resist the reforms’. In short, he suggests, the reforms made ‘the 
culture of individualism inappropriate’, so that it is ‘now maladaptive’ 
(pp. 425, 426). 

Box 4 

Professional education 

David Hargreaves’ views about re-professionalisation carry 
implications for the professional education of teachers. In discussing 
this in his article, he identifies three models: 

1	 The pre-technocratic model, ‘which is characterised as a crude 
apprenticeship of “sitting next to Nellie” and acquiring the 
cookbook knowledge of practical routines by on-the-job training’ 
(Hargreaves, 1994, p. 430). 

2	 The technocratic model, where professional education tends to 
be located in, and controlled by, institutions of higher education 
that often provide ‘courses for experienced professionals 
consisting of advanced academic study determined by the 
interests of lecturers rather than the problems of professional 
practice’ (p. 431). In Hargreaves’ view, this model was dominant 
at the time he was writing. It depicts professional education as 
divided into three main elements: 

(i)	 the transmission of a knowledge base, usually from the 
social science disciplines 

(ii) the application of this knowledge base to practice and the 
solution of problems, followed by 

(iii) supervised practice in selected placements. 

3 The post-technocratic model, which ‘emphasises professional 
competences ... developed through experience and reflection 
upon it’. In this model, placement in the workplace becomes 
central to professional education. ‘The employer or supervisor 
assumes a more powerful role; there is less time for learning the 
academic knowledge base, which is both reduced and adapted 
for relevance to the acquisition of competences or the solving of 
practical problems’ (p. 431). Initial training is designed to 
produce a ‘competent beginner’ with continuing professional 
development designed to facilitate ‘progression in, and the 
advanced mastery of, competences or the acquisition of new 
competences appropriate to the later stages of a professional 
career. Providers of continuing professional development 
become responsive to the professionals’ definition of their 
needs’ (p. 431). 
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Hargreaves provides the following sketch to illustrate the responses of 
teachers, especially those in primary schools, to the reforms: 

Older teachers who found the changes too stressful took 
early retirement; those remaining now divide into those who 
increase stress by trying to persist with the old structures and 
culture and those who are, sometimes reluctantly and 
painfully, generating a more collaborative culture built on 
new social structures. 

(Hargreaves, 1994, p. 426) 

In contrast with Hargreaves, other commentators have seen late-
twentieth-century education policies in the UK as having had few 
beneficial effects and as being generated by broader socio-political 
changes that are far from benign. For some, these changes were the result 
of the continuing, or developing, demands of capitalism; for others, they 
reflected the shift towards a postmodern form of society; for yet others, 
they arose out of longer-term societal changes in the nature of knowledge 
structures (see Avis, 2002; Beck and Young, 2005). 

Hargreaves’ analysis of re-professionalisatio n is a stimulating one that 
offers some insights into recent developments not just in the field of 
schooling but in other areas too. At the same time, it is highly 
contentious. This is partly because he is not simply making factual 
claims about the effects of major policy change on practitioners in a 
particular context; he is also evaluating those effects in terms of desirable 
and undesirable concepts of professionalism. Furthermore, as he admits 
himself, his account is based on ‘personal observations and impressions 
as well as more reliable data’. He suggests that, in times of major 
change, ‘a degree of speculation is less frowned upon than in more stable 
times’ (p. 423), implying that his own account is at least partly 
speculative. 

fl ’ 
Activity 11 

spend a little time re ecting on Hargreaves argument, and consider 
Drawing on your own experience of professionalism in some sphere, 

what questions could be asked about it. Note down your questions and 
why you think they are important. You should complete this activity 
before reading the Comment. 

Comment 
There are several questions that could be raised about Hargreaves’ 
analysis – for example: 

l How accurate is his account of the ‘old’ professionalism? Much of 
what he refers to – for example, under the heading of ‘individualism’ 
– is a matter of degree. So might he be exaggerating the extent to 
which teacher culture was individualistic in the past? And how 
widespread was this individualism, particularly across different 

Allow about 
15 minutes 
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sectors of the education system? Hargreaves is not making claims 
about other countries, but we can still ask how well his account 
applies elsewhere, even in countries where similar sorts of education 
reform have taken place. 

l How accurate is his account of the ways that teachers had adapted, 
or were adapting, to the new circumstances? He was writing at a 
time when the impact of the education reforms he was discussing 
was only just starting to be felt, and, as we have seen, he admits 
that his account is to some extent ‘speculative’. Quite a lot of 
research has now been done on the impact of educational reforms in 
England, both on schoolteachers and on those working in further 
education colleges. Generally speaking, this has found a range of 
different responses, from enthusiastic compliance, through various 
sorts of adaptation, to forms of resistance (see Troman, 1996; 
Woods et al., 1997; Shain and Gleeson, 1999; Gleeson and 
Husbands, 2001). 

l There are some issues – which could be labelled as conceptual – 
concerned with what Hargreaves means by ‘professionalism’ and his 
distinction between its old and new forms. These issues are quite 
difficult to separate from the factual question of what sorts of 
changes have taken place in teacher culture in England as a result 
of education reform. Nevertheless, they are fundamentally different in 
character. One problem is that ‘professionalism’ is a complex concept 
involving multiple dimensions, as we saw earlier (see Box 1). These 
dimensions include: 

–	 the extent of collective control that an occupation can exert 
over the way that the occupational task is to be performed, 
and over the entry and training of new entrants; professionals, 
generally speaking, are seen as having a high level of such 
control 

–	 the nature of the commitment that professionals have to their 
work 

–	 the individual autonomy of practitioners, including in relation to 
their colleagues. 

Hargreaves highlights only a few of the features shown in what we 
referred to earlier as the ‘trait model of professionalism’ (see Box 1). 

l Hargreaves portrays those changes that he labels as ‘new 
professionalism’ in a favourable light, while he paints a negative 
picture of the old professionalism. We might reasonably ask on what 
basis, and in terms of what values, he does this. What conception 
of education, in relation to children or adults (in the case of teacher 
education), guided his thinking here? Is he right in seeing what 
he describes as a ‘culture of individualism’ as educationally 
undesirable? What grounds does he offer in support of this claim? 
Does this rest solely on the idea that such a culture represents a 
poor adaptation to current social circumstances? And, if so, how 
strong a basis for evaluation is this? 

l Finally, Hargreaves portrays the change he detects as in some 
sense requiring adaptation or adjustment on the part of teachers, 
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and he presents this in positive terms. But how irresistible are the 
changes he is documenting? If they are irresistible, why is this the 
case – in other words, what forces lie behind them? Also, he is 
surely not suggesting that it is always right to adjust to changes in a 
positive way. So, on what grounds should educational practitioners 
evaluate the demands made on them by policy-makers and 
others? 

Let us take stock of the issues discussed so far in Part 1. We began by 
examining the notion of evidence-based practice, and considered its 
implications for both educational enquiry and educational practice. It has 
been associated with considerable criticism of existing educational 
research for failing to provide reliable knowledge about which 
educational policies and practices actually work; and, in some quarters, it 
has been associated with the promotion of the randomised controlled trial 
as an ideal. In examining the implications for educational practitioners, 
we noted how the promotion of evidence-based practice has been closely 
associated with a certain form of managerialist policy-making, and we 
considered whether the result amounted to de-professionalisation or 
re-professionalisation. 

The next section introduces an alternative model of what is involved in 
professional practice, one that has rather different implications for the 
nature of educational enquiry and its role in informing practice. This 
portrays teaching, like other professional activities, as a form of 
‘reflective practice’. 

4 Reflective practice 

While much of what is involved in the notion of reflective practice can 
be traced back before the twentieth century – for example, to the idea of 
phronesis outlined by Aristotle (see Dunne, 1997) – the most influential 
version of this idea was that developed in the 1980s by Donald Schön 
(1983, 1987). He questioned the older view that professional work 
simply amounts to the application of scientific knowledge, or even of 
scientific method, to practical problems. Rather, he suggested, such work 
is characterised by a knowing-in-action that is different in character from 
scientific knowing but that is rigorous in its own terms. Furthermore, it is 
modified by reflection-in-action (the ability to think about what one is 
doing while doing it) and reflection-on-action (the capacity to reflect after 
the event on what has happened and on its implications for one’s 
practice). It is through these forms of reflection that professional skill and 
wisdom are built up in the course of experience, and these capacities are 
essential because real-world problems do not generally present 
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themselves in ways that match the technical knowledge produced by 
research. Schön comments: 

In recent years there has been a growing perception that 
researchers, who are supposed to feed the professional 
schools with useful knowledge, have less and less to say that 
practitioners find useful. 

(Schön, 1987, p. 10) 

From the point of view of those advocating evidence-based practice, the 
traditional practices of professionals are based on folk knowledge that 
must be eliminated in favour of procedures determined by sound, 
scientifically validated research evidence. By contrast, from Schön’s 
perspective, those traditional practices are seen as skilful and principled 
strategies that cannot be bettered by the substitution of research-based 
knowledge; rather, they can only be improved by further reflection in and 
on professional practice. At best, research-based knowledge can only be 
a worthwhile supplement to this process. 

A couple of questions about the model of reflective practice can be 
considered here. First, does it truly represent the form that teaching ought 
to have in all circumstances? And second, is it viable in present-day 
conditions? It is worth noting Hargreaves’ comment about this model – 
that while it ‘is not inherently incompatible with the new professionalism 
... it is easily adapted to the individualistic culture which prevails in 
many schools and training institutions’ (Hargreaves, 1994, p. 431). He 
sees it, therefore, as having an affinity with the old professionalism but 
also the potential to be incorporated into the new. Clearly, however, for 
him reflective practice is not sufficient in itself. Others take a similar 
view, although they draw rather different conclusions from his, as is 
illustrated in the next reading. 

‘ fl
Reading 3 

Chapter 9 in the Reader. This is entitled Beyond re ection: contingency, 
You are now going to undertake a careful reading of a substantial part of 

idiosyncrasy and reflexivity in initial teacher education’, and it is by Alex 
Moore. This activity is divided into seven parts, A–F, which take you, 
section by section, through the early parts of the chapter. You should 
persevere with this careful analysis, even if you find it a little tedious, as 
you will find the process a rewarding one. When dealing with ideas and 
information for the purposes of academic study, it is often necessary to 
engage in a slower form of reading that is very different from the one 
most of us have developed for quickly scanning newspapers or even 
enjoying a novel or short story. While Moore’s chapter is not in any 
sense an easy read, it is by no means as obscure as some academic 
writing, nor is it written in a deliberately opaque manner. You should find 
that much of importance can be learned from it. 

Allow about 3 hours 
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Reading 3, 
Part A 

The obvious place to start is with the chapter’s title and subtitle. Look at 
these carefully now. What do they convey to you? 

Comment 
It is easy, when reading, to skate over titles, and they are not always 
illuminating. But at the very least they should indicate what the topic of 
the article is. Often, like newspaper headlines, they are designed to 
entice us into reading the body of the text, and they can never tell us 
everything we might want to know about it. 

On its own, the title here – ‘Beyond reflection’ – does not tell us much at 
all. What kind of reflection are we to go beyond, and why? Or is the 
author simply telling us that there is something beyond reflection? The 
subtitle is more informative in some respects: it lets us know that the 
topic is initial teacher education – the education courses taken by 
intending schoolteachers. 

However, in other respects its meaning is not very clear. It is suggested 
that ‘contingency’, ‘idiosyncrasy’ and ‘reflexivity’ may be found in such 
courses, or perhaps even that these elements ought to be part of such 
courses. But what exactly do those terms mean? We will have to leave 
this question open for the moment. 

Reading 3, 
Part B 

Read the two quotations that open the chapter – from Cummins (1996) 
and Woods (1996). Then write a summary of what, in your view, each is 
saying. Your account should involve, first of all, an attempt to understand 
and spell out the meaning of each quotation, but you should also give a 
brief analysis of what the implications of its message might be. When you 
have done this, compare your summary with the one provided below. 

Comment 
The quote from Cummins (1996) is making a statement about the nature 
of good teaching or, rather, the prerequisites for being a good teacher. 
He suggests that this does not require teachers to ‘internalise an 
endless list of instructional techniques’. What is fundamental, he says, is 
‘the recognition that human relationships are central to effective 
instruction’. Cummins is presenting a contrast here, but it is not very 
clear what the nature of that contrast is. Furthermore, he formulates the 
contrast in a manner that is likely to incline the reader to reject one of 
the options. He is probably not only denying that teachers have to 
internalise techniques or learn an ‘endless list’ of techniques, but is also 
seeking to play down the importance of instructional technique in 
effective instruction. In place of this, he is recommending recognition of 
the centrality of human relationships. However, it is not very clear what 
this involves. Presumably, it does not amount to the acquisition of what 
are often referred to as ‘social skills’, since in some ways these would 
be quite close in character to ‘instructional techniques’. But it is hard to 
know this for sure. The opening word, ‘Fortunately’, can perhaps be 
taken to imply that Cummins believes that internalising an endless list of 
instructional techniques would be impossible, which may be true. 
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However, learning a finite set of such techniques might not be 
impossible, and could (it might be argued) be sufficient for ‘effective 
instruction’. 

It is hard to get any further with understanding this quotation without 
going to its original source. Sometimes this may be necessary, but here 
it is probably more important to stick to Moore’s chapter in order to find 
out what meaning he is attributing to Cummins’ words. 

The quotation from Woods (1996) does not so explicitly offer a contrast 
in the way that the Cummins quotation does, but there is perhaps an 
implicit one. After all, if no one believed that teaching was anything other 
than expressive, emergent, intuitive, flexible, spontaneous and 
emotional, then there would be no point in making the statement. So, to 
make sense of what Woods is saying in his quotation, the reader needs 
to work out what the words he uses are intended to contrast with. This 
is not easy to do in all cases. For example, what is the opposite of 
‘expressive’? Both the word ‘intellectual’ and the word ‘reticent’ could 
have this function, but these would indicate very different meanings for 
‘expressive’. The problem is perhaps easier to deal with in the case of 
some of the other words. 

It can be assumed that Moore has chosen these two quotations because 
he believes they relate to one another in some way, and one way in 
which they could be related is that they make more or less the same 
point. If that reading is correct, then what Woods is saying is that 
teaching is not a matter of implementing a set of techniques, but rather 
is an emergent process in which the teacher has to operate on the basis 
of intuitive knowledge that arises in the course of practice – knowledge 
that is spontaneous and flexible in the sense that it involves adjustment 
to a changing situation. The word ‘emotional’ still presents a potential 
problem here, because it can carry different meanings and it is not clear 
which applies. The word is sometimes used as a negative evaluation – 
‘Don’t be emotional!’ It is unlikely that Woods has this meaning in mind. 
More likely, he is suggesting that what is involved in teaching is not just 
intellect but also what is sometimes referred to as ‘emotional intelligence’ 
– that is, an ability to engage in the sympathetic understanding of others. 
Of course, this conforms to the idea that human relationships are central 
to teaching. 

As an aside, you may be wondering what to make of the clause that 
qualifies Woods’ reference to teaching: ‘in many of its aspects as 
practised today’. Is he intending to draw a contrast here with how 
teaching was carried out in the past? Does he believe that teaching was 
previously pursued in a rigidly intellectual manner? It is hard to know 
from this very brief extract from his work. Again, for a fuller 
understanding, you would need to go to the source, to the full text of 
what Woods wrote. 

It is worth noting that there is no such thing as a single correct summary 
of the meaning of these quotations, although some kinds of summaries 
would be inaccurate. If you had said that Cummins stated that effective 
instruction is not important, that what is essential in teaching is human 
relationships, then you would have got his message seriously wrong. It 
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would also be unwise to speculate about the motives of the authors – for 
example, to suggest that Woods is simply justifying the failure of 
teachers to follow rigorous intellectual procedures in instructing their 
pupils or students. You need to allow your imagination to work in 
interpreting what is written, but at the same time you must be careful not 
to go too far beyond what can reasonably be inferred from it, or at least 
to recognise that some interpretations are speculative. 

By now you may be thinking that reading Moore’s chapter is going to 
take rather a long time, but from now on the pace speeds up a little. It 
was worth pausing over the quotations, because they would have been 
carefully selected by the author, and carry an important message about 
what is to follow. 

Reading 3, 
Part C 

You should now read the opening section of Moore’s chapter, entitled 
‘Dominant discourses’ (pp. 121–3). This provides the background to his 
argument and offers an outline of what he is going to say. As you read 
it, try to sketch the key features of the context he is identifying, and what 
he seems to be indicating will be his argument. 

Comment 
Moore suggests that, in the last quarter of the twentieth century, there 
were many publications about how teachers ought to be prepared for 
their work, and that much of what they said corresponded to what he 
calls a ‘competence-based’ or ‘skills-based’ approach – one that treats 
teaching as ‘reducible to discrete and finite lists of skills and practices’. 
Moore contrasts this model with one that places reflection at the heart of 
teaching and, therefore, of teacher education. ‘Reflection’ presumably 
refers to teachers’ thinking about what they themselves do in the 
classroom, what others do in the classroom, what ought to be done and 
why – in other words, it is analogous to Schön’s reflection-in-action and 
reflection-on-action. Such an approach emphasises ‘teachers’ own 
evaluations of their practice’ rather than ‘planning and management 
skills’. One of the strategies that Moore notes for facilitating such 
reflection is the keeping of a diary or journal in which systematic 
reflections on experience are recorded. The implication is that this 
process of recording allows past reflection and experience to be used in 
future processes of reflection. 

The main contrast, then, seems to be between a view of teaching that 
requires trainee teachers to acquire a set of core skills or competences, 
and a view of good teaching as something more elusive than the 
possession of such skills, which must be built up over time through 
experience and reflection. Clearly, this contrast is more or less the same 
as that identified above in the quotations from Cummins and Woods, 
and is not too far from the contrast that we have drawn between 
evidence-based practice and reflective practice. 

In his opening section, Moore goes on to argue that these two models 
were dominant in teacher education at the time he was writing, in the 
final years of the twentieth century. It is important to note that he is 
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referring to the situation in the UK or, perhaps even more narrowly, to 
the situation in England. He then makes a statement that is clearly of 
some significance for his subsequent argument – that both these models 
marginalise alternative teacher education discourses, in particular those 
that ‘seek to prioritize the idiosyncratic, contingent aspects of teaching 
and learning’ (p. 122). 

Moore suggests that, despite their differences (which he implies are only 
‘apparent’), these two dominant discourses share in common 
‘psychological notions of the ideal, unified “self” [and] a pseudo-scientific 
view of teaching and learning that is circumscribed by a notion of 
closure and of the naming of parts’ (p. 122). At face value, this 
statement is not very clear in meaning. But it is common, when reading 
academic work, that the reader must be prepared to put what he or she 
does not understand ‘in brackets’, so to speak, and continue reading in 
the expectation that it will become clearer later. 

Moore elaborates further by suggesting that both of the dominant 
discourses are concerned with identifying what is wrong in classroom 
processes, which implies some normative ideal about what ought to 
have happened. In other words, the competence- or skills-based 
approach seeks to provide the techniques that will avoid or resolve 
problems, whereas the ‘reflective practitioner’ model encourages student 
teachers to reflect on the problems they experience with a view to 
developing strategies for dealing with them when they arise again in the 
future. What is wrong with this, according to Moore, is that it involves the 
danger of ‘pathologizing the individual teacher or pupil ... rather than 
seeking [the causes of the problem] in the wider, deeper structures and 
interrelations of society, or indeed in the very complex interrelations 
between teachers and their pupils’ (p. 123). 

Of course, we do not know how easy you found it to understand this 
latest part of the argument, but our impression is that the discussion just 
got a lot harder to follow! As elsewhere, Moore provides references, and 
one strategy would be to look at these to see whether they can provide 
some clarification or further detail on what he is referring to, or even 
make it possible to assess the cogency of what he is saying. The middle 
of the penultimate paragraph in this section cites six references – Lacan 
(1977, 1979), Walkerdine (1982, 1990), Hamilton (1993) and Reid 
(1993). It is unlikely that, if you were to consult the first set of references 
(the work of Lacan), you would find that the argument presented there is 
any clearer. Jacques Lacan (1901–81), a French psychoanalyst and 
philosopher, is notoriously difficult to understand, even in the original 
French. In this case, as in some others, you may find that not only is 
following up references an extremely time-consuming process, but also 
that, far from offering clarification, original sources may even be more 
difficult to understand than the text they were cited in. The other sources 
referred to may be more helpful, although the work of Valerie Walkerdine 
is also quite difficult. 

If you are following up references for clarification, it is worth looking out 
for other publications by the same author, and Moore refers to several of 
his own here. An author can never provide all of the infrastructure of an 
argument in one place, and there may be other parts of it elsewhere that 
give a clearer understanding of exactly what is being proposed. 
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When you come across passages in a text which you cannot make 
sense of, the appropriate response is not necessarily to give up or throw 
the book away, nor is it to insist on reading no further until you have 
arrived at a clearer understanding. These strategies may sometimes be 
appropriate, but often a better one is to keep on reading even when you 
do not feel that you have clearly understood a passage, in the hope that 
later parts of the text may help you to understand it retrospectively. After 
all, you can always come back later to what you did not understand. 
This is especially likely to be a sound strategy in cases like this one, 
where the author is summarising his overall argument. The detailed 
discussion that follows may offer more hope of understanding it. 

Moore’s remaining point in this opening section is that the third approach 
he is suggesting does not imply that the other two are of no value; he is 
not suggesting ‘wholesale rejection’ of them; rather, he sees this third 
approach as offering a corrective to them. This is an important point to 
bear in mind. 

On the basis of the evidence in this first section, you may now be able 
to identify the distinctive features of the ‘alternative teacher-education 
discourse’ that Moore is proposing. It seems to involve the idea that the 
individual self of a person is not ‘ideal’ and ‘unified’ but, instead, is 
‘fragmented, material, multifaceted’. A simple, and perhaps simplistic, 
interpretation of this would be that each one of us is torn between 
desires and conscience, or between the demands of the different social 
roles that we play. Moreover, it seems that this notion of the self is 
linked to Moore’s contrast between explaining problems in the classroom 
in terms of characteristics of individual selves (i.e. ‘pathologizing’) and 
understanding these problems in terms of the operation of both wider 
processes in society and social interaction in the classroom. This seems 
to require ‘teachers perceiving themselves, as well as their classrooms, 
as constructed and readable “texts”’ (p. 123). At this point, it is not at all 
clear why this would follow, and this is perhaps as far as it is possible to 
go in making sense of his argument at this stage. 

There is one further point to make about this section of the chapter. 
While Moore starts out by talking of two ‘models’ or ‘approaches’, he  
soon begins to refer to these as ‘discourses’. However, he does not 
indicate whether this shift in terminology has any significance, or what 
he means by the term ‘discourse’. In fact, this is a significant move, 
because this concept plays a central role in the third approach that he is 
recommending, just as it does in the work of Lacan, on whose work he 
draws. 
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Reading 3, 
Part D 

The next section of Moore’s chapter, which is entitled ‘The competent 
teacher’ (pp. 123–7), is a discussion of the first dominant model that he 
introduced in the previous section: the competence or skills model. Read 
the first two paragraphs of this section, which end with the words 
‘... within contents and structures that are “given”’ (p. 124). As you 
read, see how far Moore’s discussion helps clarify and extend your 
understanding of this model. Jot down some notes outlining his 
argument. 

Comment 
In this section of his chapter, Moore sets out some of the history behind 
the rise of the skills-based model, or discourse, in the UK. He provides 
some further information on this model – in particular, that it emphasises 
the importance of the teacher’s subject knowledge, ability to manage 
classes, and competence in assessing and recording pupils’ progress. 
He suggests that it also puts emphasis on ‘“discrete”, universal skills’, 
and marginalises ‘those complex interpersonal relationships and skills’ 
that cannot be formulated in terms of specific competences. At the same 
time, he introduces a historical contrast between this model and the 
concept of education ‘traditionally favoured by universities and teachers’, 
the significant difference being that the former treats the content and 
structure of the knowledge required by teachers as fixed or ‘given’, while 
the latter is, presumably, concerned with developing this knowledge. 

It is worth noting at this point the quotation from the Council for the 
Accreditation of Teacher Education document (CATE, 1992), which 
Moore provides on page 123 of his chapter. Whenever a writer offers a 
quotation, it is worth asking what function this is intended to serve. 
There are usually two main ones, although they are not mutually 
exclusive: the provision of illustration, or of evidence. The CATE 
quotation may be intended to serve both of these functions. It is 
introduced as illustrating/demonstrati ng that the CATE circular referred to 
has ‘laid out the basic requirements for all [initial teacher education] 
courses clearly and unambiguously in the terms of the competences 
discourse’. 

Activity 12 
nature of the competences discourse and/or whether this is what CATE 
Look at this quotation again, and consider how far it establishes the 

was promoting. You should complete this task before reading the 
Comment. 

Comment 
You may find that this quotation is not quite so straightforward as either 
an illustration or as evidence, as Moore implies. The opening sentence 
refers to ‘competent teachers’, but it is not clear that what this phrase 
means is ‘teachers having a specified set of skills’. Moreover, 
competence is seen as a requirement for having ‘effective working 
relationships with pupils’. Thinking back to the opening quotations, and 
to Moore’s initial accounts of the two dominant models, it is not at all 

Allow about 
20 minutes 
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clear from this sentence that the CATE circular is promoting the skills
based model: the reference to relations with pupils might seem to point 
in a different direction. 

The next sentence in the CATE quotation does mention the importance 
of skills, but it also talks of subject knowledge and an understanding of 
‘how pupils learn’. This fits the competence model in that the focus is on 
what are taken to be the prerequisites of good practice, rather than on 
the process of acquiring teaching expertise in the course of practice 
through reflection on it. However, these prerequisites appear to extend 
well beyond skills, and perhaps even beyond specific competences more 
generally. 

The final sentence mentions the acquisition of competences, but only to 
insist that this is not ‘the totality of training’ and to indicate that 
competences should not be treated as discrete units. At face value, this 
suggests that, at most, CATE is promoting a weak version of the 
competences model. However, caution is important here. What it is 
possible to say is that the quotation does not provide unequivocally 
strong evidence that CATE is promoting the skills-based model. It may 
be that the rest of the document, or the way in which the document was 
presented and interpreted, involved promotion of that model. In 
particular, you should remember that written documents often include 
qualifying passages that are designed to deflect anticipated criticism, 
and these may even be at odds with the document’s overall message. 
This may be a case in point. Moore deals with this issue later in his 
article, in a section you will not be asked to read. 

Reading 3, 
Part E 

Turn now to the next section of Moore’s chapter, entitled ‘The reflective 
practitioner’ (pp. 127–8). As you read this section, try to fill out your 
notes on the second model that you produced for Part C of this 
Reading. Please complete this activity before reading the Comment. 

Comment 
In Moore’s view, the central contrast between the two dominant 
discourses is that, whereas the competences discourse focuses on 
‘discrete skills and areas of knowledge’, the reflective practitioner model 
is concerned with ‘the particular skills needed to reflect constructively 
upon ongoing experience as a way of improving the quality and 
effectiveness of one’s work’ (p.127). In this discourse, strategies and 
techniques are drawn on ‘selectively, flexibly and strategically – taking 
full account of the particular circumstances relating to any given problem 
at any given time’ (p. 127). Furthermore, in terms of assessment, the 
focus is not just on specific outputs but, in a more holistic way, on ‘what 
was learned, by whom, and how more effective learning might take 
place in the future’ (p. 127). This involves ‘a sound understanding on the 
teacher’s part of relevant educational theory and research – including 
theories of cognitive, linguistic and affective development – in order to 
address issues not restricted to the “what” and the “when” of education 
but embracing, also, questions of “how” and even “why”’ (p. 127). The 
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skills involved are much harder to ‘identify, codify and quantify’ (p. 128) 
than those focused on in the competences model. 

Moore suggests that, despite its popularity among teacher educators, the 
reflective practitioner discourse was not influential in official circles at the 
time he was writing. He claims that there are connections between each 
model and particular approaches to educational research. Broadly 
speaking, the competences discourse has an affinity with quantitative 
method, and the reflective practitioner model with qualitative method – 
and he elaborates on this later in his chapter. 

Reading 3, 
Part F 

Read the next section of Moore’s article, headed ‘Competence, reflection 
and the pathologization of the individual’ (pp. 128–30). Here the author is 
concerned with what the two dominant models share, despite their 
differences. Please complete this activity before reading the Comment. 

Comment 
Moore begins this section by summarising the differences between the 
two discourses. On the one side, there is a tendency to treat teaching as 
a science, which, he suggests, is associated with a modernist conception 
of the world as ordered and knowable through being inventoried. This 
knowledge is taken as indicating the ‘right way’ to do things or (as we 
might say) ‘what works’. On the other side, there is a tendency to treat 
teaching as an art. The world is seen as messily complex, partly because 
of the nature of human social life. The world and teaching are regarded 
as only ‘partly apprehendable’, understanding always relying on intuitive 
judgement. This is labelled as a ‘postmodernist’ perspective (we will 
come to what that adjective might mean later). 

At the same time, Moore argues that the two discourses coexist on 
many initial teacher education courses, and that they overlap so that, for 
students, they may appear to ‘merge into one’ (p. 129). This is taken to 
indicate a philosophical closeness between them. Both are said to have 
their roots in eighteenth-century Enlightenment thinking, in which ‘private 
and collective “reason”, and ... the notion of the unitary, ideal “self”’ 
(p. 129) were given primacy. 

Moore summarises what the two models share: 

Thus, although the competences discourse may be seen as focusing 
on universals and the reflective practitioner discourse on the 
contingent and idiosyncratic, both seem to overemphasize a particular 
form of agency (that which focuses on ‘self-improvement’ rather than 
that which looks ‘outward’ towards reforming society) through 
implying the existence of ‘detached’, ‘independent’, unified identities. 
Just as success rests on the student’s responsibility, with the aid of 
tutors, to become ‘competent’ in the competences discourse, so it is 
incumbent on individual students to use their own reflective, rational 
powers in the reflective practitioner discourse. 

(Reader, p. 129) 
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This, it is suggested, makes it easy to ‘pathologize’ the individual pupil 
or teacher, both because it shifts attention away from broader socio
economic and cultural relations and because it triggers the language of 
blame. 

Our commentary on Moore’s chapter ends at this point. We hope that 
working through the opening sections of this chapter has shown you the 
necessity of this kind of careful reading when dealing with academic 
material. Difficulties in understanding are not uncommon, but they need 
not be permanent obstacles. They can usually be overcome with some 
effort and thought; where they cannot, it may be as much the fault of the 
author as of the reader. 

Of course, gaining an understanding of what is being argued is not the 
end of the task. Equally important is making an assessment of how 
cogent the argument presented really is. Such an assessment will not be 
provided here; if one were given, it would need to take account of the 
range of different views that there are about the arguments presented in 
this chapter, even within the course team. Instead, you may want to 
reflect further yourself on the validity of Moore’s arguments. Needless to 
say, to do this properly you will need to finish reading his chapter. Only 
then will you be able to reach sound conclusions about his criticisms of 
the dominant models and about the additional perspective that he offers. 

Reading Moore’s work carefully should have given you a sense of some 
of the differences in view regarding the nature of educational practice. 
These differences are by no means limited to the field of initial teacher 
education. 

5 The contested role of theory 

Up to now we have encountered two broad interpretations of the proper 
nature of educational practice. One of these treats it as involving 
techniques or competences that are based on (or very strongly informed 
by) research evidence, perhaps that generated by randomised controlled 
trials. The other emphasises learning through reflection on practice. In the 
latter case, research might seem to play a minimal role at best, although 
it could be argued that reflection-on-action is itself a form of educational 
enquiry, and that the results of other sorts of research may inform 
practitioners’ reflections. Moore has hinted at a third model, and this 
seems to be one in which theory, both on the nature of identity and on 
the character of the wider society, plays a more central role. This issue 
about the nature and role of ‘theory’ has been at the heart of much 
debate over educational practice and the contribution that research can 
make to it. There are those who reject theory as irrelevant or even as 
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having negative effects (Thomas, 1997, 2007; Carr, 2006), while others 
(like Moore) insist on its importance. 

Box 5 

Piaget as a theorist 

In Activity 4, you were asked to search for information on two 
influential researchers in the field of psychology whose work has 
had a major influence on some fields of education: Jean Piaget and 
Lev Vygotsky. Both produced theories about the nature of learning. 
The way in which the work of Piaget, in particular, has been treated 
in public discussions of education illustrates the variety of attitudes 
that there are towards theory. 

At one time, especially in the 1960s, Piaget’s work was viewed by 
many, in the field of primary education in the UK, the US and 
elsewhere, as providing the essential foundation for good practice. 
He emphasised the active role that children need to play in 
learning, the role of practical activities of various kinds in facilitating 
learning, and the importance of children’s stages of development for 
what they are able to learn. However, it was not long before the 
kinds of practice with which Piaget’s work had become associated – 
such as discovery learning – were criticised as ineffective, and his 
work blamed for having had a damaging influence. Moreover, this 
damage was seen by some as stemming not just from Piaget’s 
specific ideas, but also precisely from the fact that they were 
theoretical rather than attuned to practical requirements ‘in the real 
world’. Interestingly, those reacting against Piaget often called on 
the theoretical ideas of Vygotsky to support their views. 

A careful examination of the history of this case reveals that there 
was often considerable distance between what Piaget had written 
and the particular forms of practice that were justified in his name. 
Of necessity, practitioners had to interpret the implications of his 
work for their own practice which, in addition to Piagetian theory, 
was also shaped by many other factors. In reality, the progressive 
primary teaching movement that had developed during the 1960s 
acquired a momentum of its own which owed little to Piaget’s work, 
and it led to a variety of forms of pedagogical practice. 

Equally noticeable is that the public criticisms of Piaget’s work, and 
of its effects, frequently involved what were little more than 
stereotypes of his ideas that took limited account of the complexity 
and subtlety of his thought. But then, one might ask, is it ever 
possible to avoid this when seeking to ‘translate’ theoretical ideas 
into practice? 

One of the problems with many discussions of the role of ‘theory’ in 
relation to both educational practice and educational enquiry is that the 
meaning of the term is unclear: a range of different senses can be given 
to the word. Whenever you come across it, you need to ask which of 
these meanings is intended. 



52 E891 Educational Enquiry: Study Guide 

What meanings do you associate with the word ‘theory’? List as many 
as you can. 

Activity 13 

Allow about 
15 minutes One way of generating these meanings is to think about what the word 

‘theory’ might be contrasted with. Note down your ideas about this. You 
should complete this activity before reading further. 

Few words are used in such diverse, and frequently vague, ways as 
‘theory’. There are four main senses of the word that are currently 
influential in discussions of educational research and practice – normative 
theory, scientific theory, ‘critical’ theory and postmodern theory. 

Normative theory 

In its normative sense, ‘theory’ refers to abstract principles that guide 
action, indicating what should and should not be done in particular sorts 
of practical circumstances, and why. These principles include general 
moral precepts as well as ideas about the goals of particular activities, 
like teaching, and how best to pursue them. There have been many 
attempts to spell out what are the main principles of education in this 
sense, often with conflicting results. Indeed, this has been one of the 
concerns of much philosophy of education. Such principles, and thinking 
about them, are not restricted to philosophers, however: all educational 
practices are premised on some such principles. Moreover, most teachers 
reflect on educational principles at some time or other, and these can also 
be found at the heart of debates about education. However, some 
commentators, including many advocates of evidence-based practice, play 
down the role and value of educational theory in this sense of the term. 
They largely take for granted what the goals of education are, focusing 
instead on how to select the most effective means of achieving them. 
And, as we have seen, many believe that this should be done on the 
basis of research evidence. 

Scientific theory 

Over the course of the twentieth century, this normative conception of 
theory was in large part eclipsed by a second, quite different, approach, 
one that treated educational theory as factual, as referring to how things 
are rather than to how they should be. This interpretation of theory 
derives in large part from the influence of natural science as a model. 
From this point of view, theory tends to be seen as a system of laws that 
explain the occurrence of particular types of event in particular types of 
circumstance – for example, by identifying the mechanisms involved. It 
was believed that these laws would provide the basis for improved 
educational practice by replacing the ‘folk’ knowledge on which that 
practice had hitherto been based. In particular, science was seen as 
capable of showing why a policy or practice might work in some 
circumstances, or in relation to some people, and not others. 
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Some educational research has operated on this model, being aimed at 
identifying causal relations between, for example, particular kinds of 
pedagogical technique and learning outcomes. However, there have been 
differences of view about the nature of scientific theories and about the 
existence of scientific laws. Some researchers have adopted a relatively 
instrumental attitude, including advocates of evidence-based practice. For 
example, Iain Chalmers (2005) has argued that facts about ‘what works’ 
are more important than theories. Similarly, Ann Oakley (2000) has 
claimed that we do not need to know why something works, only that it 
does work. Other researchers have rejected this whole conception of 
scientific theory as inappropriate in seeking to understand human social 
behaviour, as you will see in Part 2 of the course. 

Critical theory 

There have been attempts to integrate these two contrasting conceptions 
of ‘theory’ (as normative principles or as scientific laws), or at least to 
bring them into some sort of ordered relationship. One of the most 
influential draws on the work of the philosophers G.W.F. Hegel 
(1770–1831) and Karl Marx (1818–83), who are important sources for 
what is often referred to, in education and in other fields, as ‘critical’ 
research. Often, the concept of theory associated with this seeks to 
combine normative and factual forms of theory – indeed, Hegel and 
Marx regarded the distinction between the two as misconceived. They 
believed that what ought to be done arises directly out of an 
understanding of what is, viewed as a process through which the 
essential nature of humanity is realised. 

Central to the ‘critical’ approach in its early forms was the idea that it is 
essential to gain a comprehensive understanding of contemporary society 
and of how it has developed, in order both to understand a particular 
situation within that society and to decide how to deal with it. In other 
words, practice must be informed by a comprehensive worldview that 
locates an individual’s actions within their wider socio-historical context. 
Furthermore, as the label ‘critical’ indicates, this worldview frequently 
challenges currently accepted assumptions and notions of good practice. 
Marx’s critique of capitalism represents the paradigm here; he claimed 
that it is an exploitative form of social relations which can be widely 
experienced falsely, even by the exploited, as fair and ‘natural’. 

While the ‘critical’ tradition continues to have considerable influence 
among educational researchers, it has undergone significant change. This 
arose not just as a result of criticism from liberals and conservatives but 
also from sections of the political left. In particular, the assumption that it 
is possible to gain a comprehensive understanding of society, and of its 
development, came to be challenged – as indeed was the desirability of 
pursuing such an overarching perspective. This challenge was central to 
what came to be labelled as post-structuralism or postmodernism. At the 
same time, many of those influenced by these ideas retained from the 
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‘critical’ tradition the idea that theory should challenge conventional 
wisdom and current social arrangements. 

Postmodernist theory 

Writing in the context of literary study, Jonathan Culler defines what is 
meant by ‘theory’ from what might be termed a postmodernist 
perspective – as ‘what changes people’s views, makes them think 
differently about their objects of study and their activities of studying 
them’. It is, he suggests, ‘often a pugnacious critique of common-sense 
notions, and further, an attempt to show that what we take for granted as 
“common sense” is in fact a historical construction, a particular theory 
that has come to seem so natural to us that we don’t even see it as a 
theory’ (Culler, 1997, p. 4). 

Culler provides an example of theoretical work of this kind, whose 
implications extend well beyond the field of literary study he is writing 
about: this is the work done by French philosopher and historian Michel 
Foucault (1926–84), on ‘the history of sexuality’. Culler notes how 
Foucault challenges what the latter calls ‘the repressive hypothesis’ – that 
is, the common-sense idea (prevalent in some Western cultures today) 
that enjoyment of sex is something natural that was repressed in the 
nineteenth century and then liberated in the second half of the twentieth 
century. Foucault denies that the word ‘sex’ simply refers to a biological 
instinct and the activities that this generates. Rather, Culler comments 
that 

‘sex’ is ... produced by a range of social practices, 
investigations, talk and writing – ‘discourses’ or ‘discursive 
practices’ for short – that come together in the nineteenth 
century. All the sorts of talk – by doctors, clergy, novelists, 
psychologists, moralists, social workers, politicians – that we 
link with the idea of the repression of sexuality were in fact 
ways of bringing into being the thing we call ‘sex’. 

(Culler, 1997, p. 5) 

Culler insists that Foucault was not, of course, denying that physical acts 
of sexual intercourse had taken place throughout history, ‘or that humans 
have a biological sex and sexual organs’. Instead, he suggests, Foucault 
claimed that ‘the nineteenth century found new ways of grouping 
together under a single category (“sex”) a range of things that are 
potentially quite different: certain acts, which we call sexual, biological 
distinctions, parts of bodies, psychological reactions, and, above all, 
social meanings’ (Culler, 1997, pp. 5–6). As a result of this process, sex 
became fundamental to the identity of the individual: it ‘gave sexuality a 
new importance and a new role, making sexuality the secret of the 
individual’s nature’ (p. 6). According to Foucault, a specific effect of this 
was the creation of ‘the homosexual’ as a type, where before it had only 
been acts of sexual intercourse between individuals of the same sex that 
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had been condemned; these acts had not been treated as emblematic of a 
stigmatised identity. Foucault goes on to suggest that what happened in 
the second half of the twentieth century was not a process of liberation 
but, rather, a change in discursive practices. The new practices, rather 
than involving no regulation, simply involve a different kind of 
regulation from that which operated in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. 

Foucault’s analysis is by no means universally accepted, but it has 
stimulated a lot of subsequent work on both sexual ideas and sexual 
practices, in the ancient world and today. Whatever its validity, it 
provides an illustration of what is a currently influential notion of theory. 
Furthermore, it should not be too hard to see that it carries important 
educational implications, not least for sex education. 

Reading 4 
notion of theory to thinking about education. You should now read 
A number of writers have applied something like this postmodernist 

Chapter 8 in the Reader, entitled ‘Intellectuals or technicians? The 
urgent role of theory in educational studies’ by Stephen J. Ball. 

As you read, jot down your ideas of what it is that Ball is arguing 
against, what he is proposing, and why. 

When you have finished doing this, you may find it useful to read the 
paragraph in the Introduction to the Reader which deals with Ball’s 
chapter. 

Comment 
You may have found Ball’s chapter quite challenging to read, although 
the overall argument should not have been too difficult to identify. The 
chapter title gives a strong indication of what this argument is. Now that 
you have finished reading the article, you can see that the title is saying, 
‘Educational researchers are currently faced with a choice: are they to 
be intellectuals or technicians?’ The second part of the title – ‘The urgent 
role of theory in educational studies’ – indicates the need for them to be 
theorists and therefore intellectuals. 

In the main text of his chapter, Ball begins with what could be described 
as a disclaimer, indicating that he is still thinking through the issues he 
is about to discuss, and that his aim is to provoke discussion. He also 
sketches what he sees as the wider context: changes in the relationship 
between university researchers and the state, which have had a 
particular effect in the field of education. He argues that external 
pressures towards an increasingly instrumental role for research in 
relation to policy, along with ‘an internal lack of dynamism’, has led to 
what he calls the ‘sorry state’ of educational studies. He provides a brief 
sketch of the history of sociology of education in Britain, and then 
introduces a contrast between policy science and policy scholarship. 

These terms can be read as synonyms for ‘the researcher as technician’ 
and ‘the researcher as intellectual’, respectively. Policy science involves 
educational research in a subordinate role to the policy-maker: research 
is to be exclusively concerned with identifying technically effective 

Allow about 3 hours 
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means for pursuing policy, with the latter seen as technical rather than 
political in character. In other words, according to Ball, policy science is 
implicated in an attempt to redefine political issues as technical problems 
for which science can find solutions. The notion of research for 
evidence-based practice would, of course, fall into this category. 

Ball seeks to illustrate his argument through a discussion of school 
effectiveness research. Early work in the sociology of education had 
shown how social-class origin was a major determinant of children’s 
achievement in school and their subsequent life chances, with the 
implication that differences between schools in terms of curriculum and 
pedagogy had little effect on outcomes, particularly as regards social
class inequalities. School effectiveness researchers reacted against this 
implication, investigating the effects of school differences on educational 
outcomes. This coincided with a shift within the UK policy community 
towards holding the public services, including the education system, to 
account for their performance in achieving outcomes. Ball sees this as 
the emergence of a new surveillance regime (much of Foucault’s work 
was concerned with surveillance in modern societies, using the 
metaphor of the panopticon – a plan for a prison that allows inmates to 
be under constant observation, designed by the nineteenth-century 
philosopher Jeremy Bentham, the founder of utilitarianism). What is 
implied in Ball’s argument is that control over schools is being increased 
under the banner of improving their ‘effectiveness’, and he strongly 
implies both that this is an undesirable development and that the 
scientific rationale for it is ideological. It is ideological because, in effect, 
it involves a displacement of blame for educational and social 
inequalities away from fundamental social processes, such as capitalism, 
onto public sector institutions, such as educational organisations. More 
broadly, it involves the exercise of power and domination. 

A key feature of Foucault’s notion of surveillance is that in its modern 
form it involves making individuals responsible for self-surveillance in 
terms of prevailing notions about what it is to be a good citizen, a sane 
person, an effective teacher, or a good student: they are continually 
required to ‘account for themselves’ in these terms. This is the sense in 
which, for Ball, the apparatus for measuring school effectiveness 
amounts to ‘a technology of normalisation’: it sets the boundaries of 
what is acceptable and forces compliance with these. If there is 
deviance, experts (including school effectiveness researchers) are on 
hand to diagnose the problem and to devise a remedy. A key final 
element of his argument is that, while presenting itself as neutral and 
objective, policy science is actually serving political ends, what he refers 
to (following Foucault) as ‘governmentality’. 

The re-envisioning of educational studies that Ball calls for requires 
recognition of this, and the adoption of an alternative political project. He 
notes the alternatives to policy science that have been identified, 
mentioning interpretive approaches (which we will discuss in Part 2) and 
‘critical’ approaches. He makes some criticisms of the latter, and puts 
forward what he calls ‘a post-structural alternative’. It is under this 
heading that he outlines his view of the nature and function of theory. 
This is quite close in character to that of Culler, emphasising the role of 
theory in challenging common-sense assumptions and present practices. 
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You may also have noted that, like Moore, Ball rejects ‘a rather simplistic 
notion of unified and stable social subjects’, and points to the need to 
resist a model in which the focus is on who is to blame, and which lays 
blame on students and teachers. 

A sub-theme in Ball’s argument is the importance of educational 
research drawing on theoretical ideas from outside the field of education. 
This requires it to distance itself from the model of science, in favour of 
opening itself up to influences from literature and art. This sub-theme 
feeds into his conclusion that the educational researcher should be a 
‘cultural critic’. 

Summary of Part 1 

This first part of the course has sought to explore the nature of 
educational practice and policy-making, and the roles that both evidence 
and theory can and should play in relation to them. We have considered 
various views of these matters, including whether the evidence-based 
practice movement should be regarded as de-professionalising or re
professionalising the work of educational practitioners. However, you 
need to be aware of just how complex this issue is, given that there are 
many different strands involved in what is conventionally referred to as 
‘professionalism’, as well as different views about what should be 
central. And how does the notion of reflective practice relate to the 
concept of professionalism? Furthermore, what implications does it have 
for the function of educational enquiry? 

Another issue discussed was the role that policy-making plays, and 
should play, in educational research, whether at the national or the 
organisational level. Equally important, and even more significant for our 
purposes here, are the relationships that research and theory can have 
with both practice and policy-making. 

n 

Activity 14 
this course up to now, think about the kinds of contribution that research 
Drawing on your own experience, and on what you have learned from 

can make to educational practice. Write down at least three forms that 
this might take. You should finish this activity before reading the 
Comment. 

Comment 
What follows is a list of possible contributions. It is unlikely to be 
exhaustive, and you may not regard all of the contributions listed as 
equally significant. 

Research can: 

l confirm a practitioner ’s or policy-maker ’s existing assumptions 

Allow about 
20 minutes 
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l provide missing information judged to be necessary for a decision to 
be made 

l throw doubt on the value of aspects of a practice or on some 
assumptions that are usually taken for granted 

l identify factors whose significance has not previously been 
recognised, or whose role has been underestimated 

l place a situation or practice in a new context that suggests the 
responses required are rather different than previously believed 

l serve as a resource for arguments that can be used for the purposes 
of defence or attack in debates on educational policy and practice. 

Think about each of these potential contributions. Can any judgement be 
made as to whether they are beneficial or undesirable in abstract terms 
– that is, abstracted from particular circumstances? 

You may feel that some of the functions in this list are not really 
contributions at all. For example, is it really useful to give politicians 
ammunition to challenge one another or defend themselves against criticism 
from the mass media or the public? If research confirms the existing 
assumptions held by policy-makers or practitioners, does that amount to a 
valuable contribution, or does it just reincorce barriers to change? 

What these questions highlight is that when words like ‘contribution’ are 
used, it is generally assumed that they refer to benefits. But there may be 
disagreement over what is and is not beneficial. While some practitioners 
may be inclined to dismiss the use of educational research findings as a 
way of sustaining support for a policy, they would probably feel more 
positively disposed towards this ‘contribution’ if the policy is one they 
strongly support, especially if they feel that it is under threat of being 
abandoned or undermined. By contrast, others may see research findings 
as being used to support a policy that they believe either undermines 
their work as practitioners or operates against their interests. They will be 
more likely to condemn not only the policy-makers but also the 
researchers for allowing their work to be misused in this way. However, 
this is to neglect the fact that research findings can be used in all manner 
of ways, some of them unpredictable and open to varying evaluations. 

From this perspective, the complexities of the relationships involved are 
not captured in the rather mechanistic view we started off with, of the 
contribution that educational research can make to policy-making and 
practice in terms of deciding ‘what works’. There may be disagreement 
over what it means for a policy or practice to ‘work’, as this involves an 
evaluation on the basis of some framework of priorities – in other words, 
some assumptions about what the policy or practice should be achieving. 
There are also likely to be different views about what is of sufficient 
benefit to warrant a change in policy or practice, perhaps because of 
varying assessments of the likely or actual costs of making the change, 
and so on. Notions of theory are involved in this, too. 
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Not surprisingly perhaps, there are significantly different views, even 
among researchers, about the contribution that research can and should 
make to educational practice and to educational policy-making. 

Activity 15 
professional work but it need not be; it could be an area that you hope 
Think of an activity that you engage in regularly. It may be a part of your 

to study in the masters programme. It needs to be a reasonably complex 
activity, and one you have some familiarity with. 

Describe the nature of the activity: what is it aimed at, what does it 
involve in broad terms, why do you engage in it? 

What role does evidence, of the various kinds discussed in Part 1,

play in this activity?


What role does theory (of different kinds) play in it?


Comment 
Remember – this is not a test; rather, the exercise is intended to help 
you think in concrete terms about how evidence and theory play a role 
in educational practice. 

In Part 2, we will turn our attention to the nature of educational enquiry, 
the plurality of approaches to it, and associated ideas about what such 
enquiry can produce and how it should be pursued. 

Allow about 
30 minutes 
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1


In Part 1, the discussion was primarily concerned with educational 
practice and policy-making, and with the role of research evidence. The 
focus in this and subsequent parts of the course will be on the nature of 
educational enquiry and how it can and should be pursued. 

In its broadest sense, enquiry is not a specialised activity but something 
we all do as part of ordinary life. The starting point, very often, is a 
problem: what we have done in the past to achieve a particular goal does 
not work on some occasion, so we carry out an investigation until we 
discover what needs to be done differently. Another starting point of 
enquiry is reflection on practice: so, rather than finding a problem in the 
course of normal activity, instead it is in the process of thinking about 
our work that we discover an issue that needs addressing, one that we 
had not previously noticed or recognised as important. In these two 
ways, enquiry can arise as part of all kinds of educational activity, and 
may constitute a sustained process of reflection and investigation that is 
regarded as integral to the proper pursuit of that activity. This is 
characteristic both of reflective practice and of what is often referred to 
as action research, which will be discussed later in this part of the 
course. Nevertheless, a great deal of educational enquiry is carried out as 
a separate task from educational practice, even when it is designed to 
inform practice directly. In this case, the researchers may not be 
educational practitioners themselves, although they frequently are. 

Introducing educational research 

The second half of the twentieth century saw a huge growth in the 
amount of educational research and the emergence of a substantial 
methodological literature on how best to pursue it. Educational research 
became quite diverse, not just in the various topics examined but also in 
the methodological and theoretical approaches that are used. Perhaps not 
surprisingly, disagreement is closely associated with such diversity, and 
there are even differences of opinion over what is and is not research, 
and what is and is not educational research. 

Activity 16 
the 1 September 2006 issue of the Times Educational Supplement 
Examine the newspaper extracts printed below, all of which appeared in 

(TES, 2006), a specialist education publication in the UK. Look at each 
extract and indicate whether or not you would count it as reporting 
research findings, giving your reasons for this. You may find it hard to 
decide in some cases; if this is the case, note down why. 

When you have finished analysing the extracts, try to formulate a 
definition of educational research in a single sentence or two, or at least 
no more than a paragraph. Remember – we are not looking for a 
‘correct’ definition. The aim is to help you analyse your own 

Allow about 
45 minutes 
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understanding of what does and does not count as research. You should 
complete the activity before reading the Comment. 

The table below explains some of the acronyms used in the extracts 
which may be unfamiliar, especially to readers outside the UK. 

GCSE The General Certificate of Secondary Education, a 
national examination taken by most secondary pupils 
at around age 16, with ‘A level’ examinations taken at 
around age 18. 

CBI The Confederation of British Industry, a pressure group 
that serves business. 

Key Stage 1 The first point at which children are given standardised 
(KS1) tests in order to assess their level of achievement, at 

around age 7. 

Key Stage 2 The second point at which children are given 
(KS2) standardised tests, at around age 11. 

DfES The Department for Education and Skills, the ministry 
of the UK government that was responsible at the time 
for education. 

OBE Order of the British Empire, an award given for service 
to the community. 

SEN Special Educational Needs, usually referring to 
children with disabilities or learning difficulties of 
various kinds. 

SEN A legal document specifying a child’s needs and how 
statement these are going to be met. 

Extract A 

pupils’ 

Swimming neglect risks lives 
Jon Slater 

Some 200,000 children a year now 
leave primary school without the 
basic skills needed to survive in 
water, reports Jon Slater. 

More than a third of children left 
primary school this year without 
the basic swimming skills that 
could save their lives, a TES 
survey reveals. 

Rising costs, pool closures and an 
overcrowded timetable have 
made it harder for many primaries 
to teach swimming effectively, 

it shows. One Devon school 
reported having to rely on the 
goodwill of parents and teachers 
to transport pupils to swimming 
lessons in private cars. 

The survey of 224 primary and 
junior schools in England and 
Wales found no improvement in 

swimming skills in the 
past three years, despite promises 
of action from ministers. 

A similar survey carried out by 
The TES in 2003 found an 
average of three out of 10 pupils 
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had failed to master personal 
survival skills such as 
This has risen to 35 per cent this 
year, suggesting that every year, 
almost 200,000 pupils miss out 
on skills that could save their 

Drowning is one of the most 
of accidental 

death among children, with about 
50 fatalities each year. 

By age 11, pupils in England are 
expected to be able to swim 
25 metres, master a range of 
strokes, learn survival skills and 
complete swimming and 
challenges related to speed, 
distance and personal survival. 
The law requires all key stage 
2 pupils who have not reached 
these national curriculum 
standards to take swimming 

The survey reveals big differences 
between the opportunities on offer 
to pupils across the country, with 
Wales doing well and London 
poorly. 

It suggests that the Government
school swimming charter, 
launched in January 2004, has so 
far done little to improve the 
swimming skills of primary pupils. 
The charter provided practical 

advice for schools in organising 
and planning lessons and was 
accompanied by swimming and 
water safety training for PE 

Yet the proportion of primary 
leavers unable to swim 
25 metres unaided has risen 
from a sixth to one in ve, or 
about 110,000 pupils, since 

In June this year, Jim Knight, 
schools minister, promised a 
further £5.5 million for lessons 
for pupils still unable to swim 
25 metres by the end of key 
stage 2. The Government 
estimates 83 per cent of pupils 
are able to swim competently by 
age 11. 

Fewer than half of schools 
currently provide remedial 
lessons for pupils who fail to 
reach the expected standards, the 
survey shows. 

Swimming was dropped from 
the six PE options for 11- to 
14-year-olds in draft changes to 
the secondary curriculum 
published in June. 

One in six adults cannot swim, 
according to a survey 
commissioned by Tesco. 

Extract B 

ficulty fi

Nightmare beginning to the new term 
Michael Shaw 

Something is stirring in the 
collective unconscious of teachers. 
With a week to go before term 
starts for most, dozens are 
reporting they are having the 

same dreams about returning to 
the classroom. 

Their nightmare typically 
involves arriving at school and 
having dif nding their 
class. When they reach their 
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pupils, they realise they are 
woefully unprepared. 

I had no register, no scheme of 
work or lesson plan, and just a 
vague idea that I should be 
teaching something about 

said one secondary 
teacher. and no whiteboard 
markers. The kids were just 
starting to get frustrated and 
starting to misbehave when I woke 
up in a cold sweat.

Teachers on the TES online 
staffroom have been struck by the 
uncanny similarities between their 

My most vivid one so far 
me taking over a GCSE 

class from my own A-level teacher 
who taught me 22 years ago 

and he hadn t marked the 

coursework properly, one said. 
I don even teach GCSE.

Ian Wallace, an Edinburgh-based 
dream analyst, said he had 
heardsimilar nightmares 
described by teacher clients. 

s happening is classic 
performance anxiety, he said.

that they set themselves 
high standards, so in real life 
they usually do a good job.

Mr Wallace said teachers who 
dreamed they were teaching the 
wrong subject were often at a 

crossroads and should be 
thinking about promotion. 

He suggested teachers ward off 
anxiety dreams by ecting in 
their waking life on their 
accomplishments as a teacher

Extract C 

‘ ’ 

School-leavers’ 

ficiencies 

fi

software fi
fi

Britain’
instilling 
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with fi
or 

We should value creativity
Warwick Mansell 

lack of basic skills 
hides other talents that businesses 
should learn to appreciate, says 
software executive. 

Business people should stop 
carping about alleged de
in English and maths in teenagers 
and recognise the creative 
potential of a new generation, 
a leading corporate gure has said. 

Ian Smith, UK head of the 
rm Oracle, accused 

rms of living in the past if they 
believed that basic skills were all 
that mattered in their recruits. 

He said the obsession with 
exam results was damaging 

s education system and 
a climate of fear in 

teachers which was unlikely to 
improve performance in the 
long run. 

Mr Smith s attack comes 
the CBI, the business pressure 
group, claimed that too 
many school-leavers 
failing to master literacy and 
numeracy, despite years of 
rising results. 

A survey of 412 employers by 
the Learning and Skills 
Council found most said they 
would pay more for recruits 

ve good GCSEs. Less than 
half of 16-year-olds achieve C 
better in English and maths. 
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Mr Smith said employers need 
to think laterally: valuing the 
creativity that students exhibit 
while they are searching the 
internet for information, or easily 
communicating with their peers 
from around the globe in 

He said: If you are a young 
person, why would you go and 
work for a business, when all you 
hear and read is that they do not 
think you have the appropriate 
skills for them? 

Instead, business should be 
saying that we feel fantastically 
excited about this new generation, 
which has the skills that other 
young customers in our global 
economy want.

Literacy and numeracy 
important, he said. But the focus 
on the three Rs was the same 
mantra businesses 
repeating 50 years ago, and 

ected what today s executives 
needed when they entered the 

Now, young entrepreneurs could 
make millions while barely out of 
their teens, whatever their exam 
grades, by coming up with 
technological ideas which had 

occurred to their supposed 

Some inventive youngsters might 
be dyslexic, and stood to be 
turned off by employers
obsession with literacy, he added. 
Mr Smith, 58, who is on a 
taskforce which is designing 
a vocational diploma in 
questioned whether years of rising 
exam results were a symbol of 

in schools. 

He said businesses which 
focused so narrowly on year-on-
year results would not succeed 
in the long run because they 
were afraid to take any risk 
which could damage their short
term bottom line. 

were moving away 
from this obsession with 
single indicators and towards a 

where customer satisfaction 
was as important as short-run 
turnover and pro
He said: The danger is that 
you try to achieve the goal (of 
improving results) at any cost. 

If you want to be creative, and 
entrepreneurial, and successful in 
the long run, that is not the way 
to do it.

Extract D 

found. 

’

Juniors spend too long on maths and English 
Jenny Legg 

Eleven-year-olds spend more 
than half of their school 
time learning English and 
maths at the expense of the 
other 11 subjects they should be 
taught, research commissioned 

by the exams watchdog has 

But despite this, Bill Boyle 
and Joanna Bragg, of 
Manchester university s school 
of education, who carried out 
the research, said schools still 
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missed the Government stargets 
for key stage 2. 

This year, 79 per cent of 
11-year-olds gained the expected 
level 4 in English and 76 per 
cent in maths. The target was 
85 per cent for both. In 
science 87 per cent achieved 
level 4. 

Dr Boyle compared results 
the percentage of time 802 
headteachers felt their school 
devoted to each subject every 
year from 1996 to 2004. 

He said: s no doubt the 
focus is still intensively 
English and maths. The pro
of lessons hasn t changed since 
2004 and it will not while the 
Government is focusing on 
these subjects.

Almost a third of time was 
given over to English and more 
than a fth to maths at key 
stage 1. 

At key stage 2, pupils spent 
more than a quarter of their time 
(26.7 per cent) doing English, 
an increase of 3.7 per cent since 
1996. Maths accounted for 
21.9 per cent in 2004, an increase 
of 2.6 per cent since the study 

Science study decreased by 
1.5 per cent at KS1 and 1.6 per 
cent at KS2 during this period, 
while subjects such as history and 
geography struggled to nd a 
place in the curriculum, regularly 

accounting for less than 
per cent of teaching time 

Mr Boyle said: Two subjects 
take over 50 per cent of the 
curriculum from 13 subjects 
on the menu. In no way can 
the Government be said to 
be supplying a breadth of 
experience for primary children 
in such a crucial development 

The sadness to me is that 
the Department for Education 
and Skills hasn t achieved 
the targets it set despite 
skewing the curriculum 
dramatically. 

The resources ploughed into 
maths and literacy consultants 
and changing whole 
pedagogies hasn t achieved 
what it wanted. 

This has been 10 years of 
young people s early experience 
of the curriculum. They ve not 
had the chance for things like 
richness in art or practical 
geography. If you can t test 
it, teachers have practically 
been told s the point?
They are made to believe 
that it is the rst week of 
May that is the most important.

While the DfES did not dictate 
how schools planned their 
day, heads felt pressured to 
increase time spent on maths 
and English to meet its targets, 
he said. 
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All aboard junk food express 
Tim Ross 

Government efforts to get 
pupils to eat healthier meals are 
being derailed on the journey to 

are using the journey to 
and from school to ll up on 
secret mountain of junk food
despite a drive to improve 

diets, research found this 

It showed that nearly one in three 
primary children stop off to buy 
zzy drinks, crisps and chocolate 

on the way to school, or while 
travelling home at the end of 
the day. 

More than half of secondary 
pupils are spending extra cash 
on treats which amount to the 
equivalent of 20 blocks of 
butter and 11 bags of sugar over 
a year. 

The research came from the 
School Food Trust, which was set 
up by the Government to drive 
improvements to school meals in 

Judy Hargadon, the trust
chief executive, said: 
always want what s best for 
their children. But this 
survey shows that despite their 
good intentions, children 
consuming a secret mountain 
of junk food on the way to and 
from school. 

Too often this is happening 
because the meal they are 
getting at school is simply 

lling them up and the 
hungry child is topping up with 
sugary and fatty foods. The 
introduction of higher 
quality school meals from 
September will mean that 
parents can feel con
that their child can eat better 
and do better.

The polling company BMRB 
questioned 412 parents with 
children in primary 
or secondary schools for the 
survey. 

Extract F 

’

was ‘ ’ 

Geography turns the corner 
Jenny Legg 

Despite being dogged by lack of 
status, a dated curriculum and 
falling pupil numbers, geography 
is on the up, says a key speaker at 
this week s Royal Geographical 
Society conference. 

Eleanor Rawling, from the 
department of educational 
studies at Oxford university, 
told The TES that the subject 

on the cusp of change 
after years of neglect. 
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Mrs Rawling was due to speak 
at the society s international 
conference in London this week 
about challenges the subject has 
faced and its future. She said a 
£2 million action plan to invest in 
better support, communication 
and development for the subject, 
along with positive feedback 
from a pilot GCSE in 
relevant, real world geography, 
showed the subject was in a 
good position. 

She said teachers and 
geographers had battled for more 
than a decade to improve the 

s status after it was 
sidelined in the Government
drive to focus on the core 
subjects of English, maths and 
science. Mrs Rawling said: 
were switching off. The subject 

t relate to what was going 
on around them.

The number of pupils taking 
geography at GCSE has been 
in decline for a number of 
years. This year, 213,469 
students took the subject, down 
1.5 per cent on last year. Rival 
humanities history and religious 
education enjoyed increased 
numbers with a 1.9 and 8.2 per 
cent year-on-year rise 
respectively. 

More than 1,300 delegates 
were due to attend the three
day conference which ends 
today at the society
headquarters in Kensington 
Gore. Topics for debate 
included contemporary urban 
childhood, travel to 
school initiatives, and what 
children thought adults should 
be doing about the 

Extract G 

‘

’ 

warns 

awarded 

fl

’

Lincolnshire’

as ‘not fi ’

committee’

‘postcode 
lottery’. 

Tests hurt special needs 
William Stewart 

People may think testing just 
passes special needs pupils by, but 
they become very stressed by it.

So says Rona Tutt, a leading 
special educational needs expert, 
whose paper published today 

that nearly 1.5 million 
pupils with special needs are 
being demoralised by a targets, 
tables and testing regime that sets 
them unreachable goals. 

The former National Association 
of Head Teachers president, 

an OBE for her work as 
a special school head, highlights 
the con ict between targets and 

the Government s aim of an 
inclusive system where all pupils 
feel equally valued. 

The paper co-written by Tricia 
Barthorpe, former head of North 

s special needs 
service, puts pressure on the 
Government to overhaul an SEN 
system that MPs have described 

t for purpose . It echoes 
the Commons education select 

s call for national 
guidance and standards for SEN 
statements to end the 

It says the Government failed to 
consider the effect of testing and 



Part 2: The nature of educational enquiry 71


‘ fi
’

ficult 

‘

Government’

Children 
let’

’ 

’ 

their 

‘The 

’ said 
‘

date.’ 

targets on pupils who nd it 
hardest to learn . Ms Tutt said 
testing was particularly dif
for special needs pupils in 
mainstream schools. 

They are made to feel like 
failures because of the 

s huge emphasis 
on achieving certain levels. 

are not all the same so 
s not test them all on the 

same papers.

The report also calls for the 
Government to restore parents
trust in the ability of schools 
to provide the resources 
children need without having 
to resort to a statement. 
whole panoply of statementing 
needs to be revisited,
Ms Tutt. It is past its sell-by 

Extract H 

O’Malley 

INDIA 

’s 

’s 
children. 

fi

financial 

‘ ’) 

or 
‘scope 

’

such 

teachers. ... 

Fraud robs millions of basic schooling 
Suchitra Behal and Brendan 

Fraud and corruption are seriously 
disrupting the Government
much-touted drive towards basic 
schooling for all of India

A report by the of ce of the 
comptroller and auditor general 
reveals serious 
irregularities and misappropriation 
of funds, for the Sarva Shiksa 
Abhiyan ( All grow, all learn
universal schooling programme. 
Of the 34 million six to 14-year-
olds targeted by the £127 million 
programme 13.6 million are still 
out of school. 

Auditors conducted checks on 
the programme in the states of 

Assam, Bihar, Gujarat, Himachal 
Pradesh, Karnataka, Madhya 
Pradesh, Maharashtra, 
Meghalaya, Tamil Nadu, Uttar 
Pradesh and West Bengal. 

They found that funds worth 
Rs. 998m (£11.3m) had been 
diverted to activities 
schemes beyond the 
of the SSA . These included 
buying crockery, air 
conditioners, mobile phones 
and constructing toilets for 
non-existent schools. 

The CAG also noticed big gaps 
between the planned and actual 
achievements in key areas 
as provision of proper 
classrooms, textbook 
distribution, and number of 
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Extract J 

Psychological 

Phillips. 

’s 

‘ ’ 

problem. 

‘majority’ – 

are 

Perkins’ 

norms. 

war on bullying 
Stephen Phillips 

UNITED STATES 

Too many students think bullying 
is normal, and tackling this 
misconception could hold the key 
to reducing it, according to 
researchers, writes Stephen 

Wesley Perkins, a sociology 
professor at New York state
Hobart and William Smith 
Colleges, is pioneering the 
application of social norms
research to the age-old school 

His work suggests pupils grossly 
overestimate the prevalence of 

bullying. A survey in New 
Jersey showed most believed the 

engaged in bullying 
yet only 15 to 20 per cent had 
actually bullied. As students 
swayed more by perceived peer 
group norms than adult 
admonitions, he suggests, 
informing students that bullying 
is actually an aberration could 
act as a deterrent and cut 
bullying by up to 20 per cent. 

Next month, several New Jersey 
schools will try out Professor 

approach, hosting 
campaigns, via posters and 
screensavers, to inform students 
about behavioural 

Comment 
As we have said, there are no right answers in determining the extent to 
which each of these extracts could or should be designated as reporting 
research. The following commentary simply outlines some possible 
judgements. 

Extract A reports the findings of a survey carried out by the Times 
Educational Supplement itself, which followed up a previous survey. The 
focus appears to be on primary school children’s swimming skills and 
the provision available for them to learn to swim and improve their 
swimming. This could well be classed as research in that it involved the 
systematic collection of data to produce information. At the same time, 
the analysis of the data seems very limited. Also, as far as one can tell, 
it was not carried out by educational researchers but by journalists, and 
there is not much information about how the investigation was executed. 

Extract B is a report on exchanges in the Times Educational 
Supplement online staffroom. What is being reported is therefore 
probably not research, since there is no sign of systematic analysis of 
these exchanges. 

Extract C, for the most part, would not count as research either, since it 
is simply a report on the views of a software executive. However, it 
should be noted that, at one point, the report refers to the results of a 
survey of employers carried out by the Learning and Skills Council, and 
this could be said to count as research. 
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Extract D seems to be a report of educational research carried out by 
university-based researchers. 

Extract E reports the findings of a survey carried out by a commercial 
polling company for a political interest group, the School Food Trust. On 
any reasonably broad definition of educational research, this would 
probably count. But one must remember that it has probably been 
commissioned for a political purpose – perhaps to highlight the problem 
of junk food. 

Extract F reports a presentation made at an academic conference, 
although it is not clear that what was said was based on systematic 
investigation of data. You may be inclined not to count it as research for 
this reason. However, is that a reasonable assumption? 

Extract G again is unclear about whether what is being reported is 
based on systematic collection and analysis of data, so perhaps it isn’t 
research? 

Extract H could be regarded as a report on research, but this is 
research carried out by government auditors as part of their normal 
activities. Would this type of task really count as educational research? 

Extract J does seem to report the findings of research carried out by an 
academic researcher, although there is not much detail about what was 
involved. 

These commentaries illustrate that there can be considerable uncertainty 
over the boundaries around what counts as research. What criteria 
should be used to decide what is and is not research? In a number of 
places, the categorisation given above has relied on the notion of 
systematic collection and/or analysis of data, but that could be 
challenged as a criterion. Even if it were accepted, clarification is 
required as to what ‘systematic’ means and why it is so important. 

In public discourse, including in the media, the terms ‘science’ and 
‘research’ are used in quite loose ways. Sometimes they are employed as 
little more than honorific titles designed to assert authority for particular 
points of view or claims to knowledge. Here, we will not hold to any 
single definition, but instead try to indicate where there is general 
agreement regarding the nature of educational research, and where there 
are significant divergences of view. 

Probably all educational researchers would recognise that people in other 
occupations, and indeed all of us in everyday life, value knowledge and, 
in one way or another, produce it. However, most would see research as 
distinctive in being an activity that is primarily concerned with the 
production of knowledge. As we have seen, this is sometimes formulated 
as a commitment to what could be called the ‘systematic pursuit’ of 
knowledge that involves a sustained investigation in which all the data 
required to answer a question is sought and analysed carefully. Another 
feature, often regarded as distinctive to research, is a concern to make 
public the findings of enquiry, the evidence supporting them and 
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information on how this evidence was produced, so that it can be 
subjected to scrutiny. It is often recognised that the findings of a single 
study, however well conducted, may be wrong. Assessment of multiple 
studies may be necessary to provide reliable evidence. 

In broad terms then, research can be characterised as displaying two 
features: the systematic pursuit of knowledge, and the public scrutiny of 
findings and evidence. It is widely believed that these features enable 
researchers to produce knowledge that is less likely to be false than that 
arising from other sources. This is not a claim to infallibility: the point is 
simply that researchers often have resources that are not available to 
most people, including the time to devote to investigation and to the 
assessment of others’ findings. These significantly increase the chances of 
avoiding false conclusions.2 This does not mean, of course, that 
‘researchers know best’, only that research can provide more reliable 
answers to some questions than could be arrived at in any other way. 

Not all researchers would agree even with this broad characterisation of 
the nature of enquiry. In the next section, we will examine some areas of 
disagreement. 

2	 Disagreements about the nature of 
research 

There are two areas where disagreement has been recurrent and 
important, and these relate to: 

l the nature of knowledge, and 

l the proper relationship between research and other activities. 

In the past, some educational researchers, as well as researchers in other 
fields, have viewed the knowledge that research produces as scientific, in 
the sense that its validity has a high level of certainty which is 
equivalent, or approximates, to that of natural science. Today, relatively 
few social and educational researchers would make such a strong claim: 
indeed, there are those who would strongly dispute that research 
knowledge can lay claim to any kind of superior validity over knowledge 
derived from other sources. This arises in part from philosophical 
arguments about the doubtfulness of all knowledge claims or, specifically, 
of claims concerning social phenomena, which we will examine later, in 
the discussion of constructionism. 

The second major area of disagreement about the nature of research 
concerns its relationship to other kinds of activity, including practical 

2 It is better to say ‘avoiding false conclusions’ than ‘reaching true conclusions’. This is because 
sometimes the appropriate response on the part of researchers is to conclude that it is not 
currently possible to come to sound conclusions about an issue. 
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educational activities of various kinds, policy-making, and politics more 
generally. This relates to the question of what it is that makes any 
particular study educational research. 

’ 
Reading 5 

educational settings by Michael Bassey. When you have done this, write 
Read Chapter 10 in the Reader, entitled ‘On the kinds of research in 

a summary of Bassey’s views on the different kinds of research that can 
be found in the study of educational phenomena. 

How does Bassey define the term ‘educational research’? 

What are the differences between his definition and the following 
one: 

[Educational research is] that set of activities which involves the 
systematic collection and analysis of data with a view to producing 
valid knowledge about teaching, learning and the institutional 
frameworks in which they occur. 

(Foster, 1997; quoted in Hillage et al., 1998) 

Some educational researchers, including Bassey, believe that their work 
should have a close relationship with educational practice. Indeed, you 
may have noticed that his definition of ‘educational research’ makes its 
goal the improvement of education. He contrasts this with research on 
education, which is concerned with contributing to disciplinary 
knowledge – within psychology, sociology or some other discipline – 
about the phenomena involved in educational processes and settings. 
Bassey does not deny that this kind of discipline-based research-on-
education is worthwhile, or that it can be relevant to educational policy
making and practice; but he sees the relationship involved as more 
distant and indirect than it is in the case of educational research proper. 

Despite this distinction, people often use the term ‘educational research’ 
in a broad way to cover any research that is in some sense ‘about’ 
education. That is the way the term has been, and will continue to be, 
used in this course. The phrase ‘practice-focused enquiry’ is sometimes 
employed to cover the narrower definition of ‘educational research’ as 
being concerned with bringing about educational improvement, used by 
Bassey and others. 

The distinction between discipline-based enquiry and practice-focused 
enquiry does not capture all the ways in which educational research 
projects differ from one another. You may remember that, in the chapter 
you read for Reading 4, Stephen Ball draws a distinction between policy 
science and policy scholarship. The former is designed to serve policy
makers: for example, some educational research is funded directly by 
government departments or agencies, often under quite close 
specifications and control, and – even when intended to be independent – 
cannot but be framed by the current assumptions of policy-makers, at 

Allow about 2 hours 
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least to some extent. Similarly, as you saw in Activity 16, some studies 
are commissioned by interest groups of one sort or another, and we 
would expect that constraints of various kinds will operate here too. In 
contrast, policy scholarship is closer in character to discipline-based 
research, even though it is concerned with analysing policy. Articles like 
the one by Moore (see Chapter 9 in the Reader) would fall into this 
category. 

Another point of difference concerns who carries out the research. In 
the second half of the twentieth century, there was a considerable growth 
in what was called practitioner research, referring in particular, but by 
no means exclusively, to practice-focused research carried out by 
schoolteachers. This was also sometimes referred to as ‘classroom action 
research’. Subsequently, this kind of practitioner research has been 
extended not just to other educational sectors but also to those with 
different roles within schools, such as education managers and leaders. 

Practice-focused practitioner research, of whatever kind, is designed to 
involve a close relationship between enquiry and the development of 
some form of practice – a feature that is central to the notion of action 
research. 

Read Chapter 12 in the Reader, entitled ‘Action research’ by Stephen 
Kemmis. If you find reading the chapter difficult, concentrate primarily on 

Allow about 2 hours the first few sections, down to the heading ‘The objects of action 
research’. 

Reading 6 

When you have done this reading, try to answer the following questions: 

What is the essential feature, or what are the essential features, of

action research, according to Kemmis?


What different kinds of action research can there be?


How viable and valuable would the kind of emancipatory action

research that Kemmis recommends be in any learning contexts with 
which you are familiar? 

You should complete this activity before reading the Comment. 

Comment 
Kemmis argues for a quite specific form of action research as ‘a 
participatory democratic form of educational research for educational 
improvement’ (p. 167). However, in the course of his discussion, he 
identifies a number of other forms as well, including technical and 
practical action research. There is, to some extent, variation across 
these forms in what is taken to be the essential features of action 
research. Kemmis identifies the central features of the kind of 
educational action research he is championing as being: 

l self-reflective enquiry 

l undertaken by participants in educational situations 
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l to ‘improve the rationality and justice’ (p. 168) of their own practices 
through better understanding of those practices and of the situations 
they face 

l which is best done in collaboration with other participants. 

Kemmis is recommending a form of ‘critical’ action research (the ‘critical’ 
tradition of educational research is discussed below in Section 3). He 
contrasts this with the empirical-analytic and interpretivist views of 
educational research – two other forms of enquiry, discussed in Section 3 
under the headings ‘Positivism’ and ‘Interpretivism’. 

What seems to be central to action research more generally is the ‘self
reflective spiral of cycles of planning, acting, observing, and reflecting’ 
that was a key theme of Kurt Lewin’s original approach (p. 168). 

Later, Kemmis mentions another central feature of some versions of 
action research, especially that of Lewin: the idea that such research 
simultaneously contributes to practical improvement and to the 
development of social science knowledge. However, as Kemmis 
indicates, and as will become clear later in this part of the course, there 
is considerable disagreement over the nature of social science 
knowledge, and this has implications for what contributing to its 
development might mean. 

Researchers’ own ideas about the forms educational research should take 
are not the only factors influencing the way they think about and portray 
it. For example, in publishing their research reports, they cannot but be 
aware that these must often compete with reports produced by a variety 
of other sources. As you will have seen when looking at the TES 
accounts for Activity 16, many organisations produce publications that 
are labelled as the products of research and/or presented as research by 
the media. Researchers’ desire to get their findings recognised in the 
public domain, and their hopes that these will influence policy and 
practice in the face of competition from other sources, can shape how 
they define what counts as research in potentially conflicting ways. 
Sometimes, to maximise its influence, they may seek to align the 
products of their research with the findings generated by other influential 
agencies. At other times, they may want to distinguish their work sharply 
from what they regard as ‘non-research’, to emphasise its distinctive 
qualities. 

So the question of what counts as research, and specifically educational 
research, is not a straightforward one. It is important that you are clear 
about the different forms that educational research can take and the 
pressures shaping definitions of it. At the same time, as there is no 
definitive response to this question, you will need to come to your own 
conclusions and be able to support them with relevant arguments. 
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3	 Diverse approaches to educational 
research 

Questions about what is and is not research, and about what constitutes 
educational research, are not the only sources of division in the field 
today. Equally relevant are differences that derive from commitment to 
particular theoretical and methodological approaches. As a way of trying 
to map this kind of diversity and disagreement, the next reading activity 
takes you through an article written in 1989, in which the author poses 
as a historian in the future (looking back from 2009), tracing what has 
happened in the field of educational research. Since he is located in the 
United States he focuses primarily on the situation in that country, but 
his account applies in broad terms to educational research in other 
countries, too. 

‘ wars a “historical” 
Reading 7 

The paradigm and their aftermath: sketch of research 
Read the opening three paragraphs of Chapter 11 in the Reader, entitled 

on teaching since 1989’ by Nathaniel Gage. In these paragraphs, Gage 
provides some of the initial background to his ‘history’, including an 
account of the sort of scientific research on teaching to which he has 
devoted his life. 

As you read the chapter, make a note of the main points. You should 
complete this activity before reading further. 

For the most part, before the middle of the twentieth century, educational 
research in the United States involved the predominant use of 
quantitative method. This is research that is structured to produce counts 
of the frequency of particular kinds of events, the number of people with 
particular characteristic s or attitudes, or measurements of some property 
belonging to people or organisations which has educational relevance. 
Quantitative research is usually designed to find relationships among 
variables by means of statistical analysis, drawing on data from official 
statistics, questionnaires, interviews, observational surveys or 
experiments. Exactly what this involves is discussed in more detail in 
Part 4 of the course. 

To a considerable extent, quantitative research has been shaped by a set 
of philosophical ideas often referred to as positivism. This is true of the 
kind of scientific research on teaching to which Gage refers. Positivism is 
the first of four methodological philosophies to be explored in Part 2. 
These are not distinct options that researchers must choose between – 
most will adopt a mixture of them. At the same time, the different 
philosophies involve assumptions – about the world and how we can 
understand it – which are, to some extent, at odds with one another. How 
deep these divisions are is a matter of debate. 

Allow about 
30 minutes 
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Positivism 

The word ‘positivism’ is now used in such a wide range of ways that it 
has become almost meaningless, except that it is usually employed 
disparagingly to dismiss views or forms of research of which the speaker 
disapproves. However, the original meaning of the term contained some 
important elements. 

Broadly, positivism can be characterised historically as a way of thinking 
about knowledge and enquiry that takes natural science, as it developed 
after the seventeenth century, as the model, and which seeks to apply the 
scientific method to new fields. Although the term ‘positivism’ was not 
invented until the nineteenth century, this idea was a central strand of 
eighteenth-century Enlightenment thinking, although it was by no means 
the only one and was certainly not accepted by all Enlightenment 
thinkers. 

Positivists have tended to believe that the success of natural science in 
modern times has stemmed from scientists’ refusal to go beyond what 
can be supported by empirical evidence, especially evidence derived from 
careful observation of phenomena and/or experimental manipulation of 
them. It is easy to forget how radical an orientation this was in earlier 
centuries, and perhaps still is in some quarters. It challenges religious 
claims to knowledge about the world, various kinds of speculative 
philosophy that do not pay close attention to what is warranted by 
empirical evidence, and even any appeal to what is ‘obvious’ to common 
sense. 

Positivists often had high hopes that science, and especially a science of 
human social life, would pave the way for substantial social and political 
progress, by undermining beliefs and practices that were based solely on 
superstition or tradition, and replacing them wherever possible with ones 
founded on scientific evidence. In these terms and others, the evidence
based practice movement discussed in Part 1 of the course is positivist in 
orientation. 

There is no automatic connection between positivism and the use of 
quantitative methods of enquiry. However, positivists have, to a large 
extent, adopted experimental physics as their model. There has therefore 
been a strong tendency for them to insist that it is essential to use the 
experimental method, and/or the forms of statistical analysis modelled 
on it, to engage in the careful measurement of phenomena, and to look 
for causal or statistical relationships among variables. These 
commitments strongly imply the use of quantitative data. 

Another common feature of positivist philosophy is the view that, to 
produce sound knowledge, it is essential to follow explicit or transparent 
procedures or methods. The rationale for this is that it helps to eliminate 
the biases that can arise through the influence of the personal and social 
characteristic s of the researcher, so as to achieve what is sometimes 
referred to as procedural objectivity. It also allows others to replicate the 
research, which some regard as necessary in order to test whether the 
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knowledge produced is sound, or whether it has been distorted by error 
or bias on the part of the researcher. 

Earlier, in Part 1, we looked at the method employed by randomised 
controlled trials, which meet many of the requirements of positivism: 

l They involve testing a hypothesis about the effects of a treatment in a 
rigorous way that controls competing factors. 

l There is a concern with measuring effects. 

l They are designed to operate on the basis of explicit procedures. 

Several other kinds of quantitative research have also been guided by at 
least some of the assumptions of positivism – from laboratory 
experiments, through structured observational studies of classroom 
teaching, to large-scale social surveys of the attitudes of teachers, 
students, parents, education managers and others. Indeed, over the course 
of the twentieth century, a great deal of educational research was 
influenced by a positivist approach concerned, for example, with 
identifying the relative effectiveness of different teaching strategies and 
techniques (see Dunkin and Biddle, 1974; Gage, 1985). 

fi fi
Reading 8 

critiques of the scienti c, or positivist, approach. He labels the rst the 
Read the next two sections of Gage’s chapter, in which he outlines two 

‘antinaturalist critique’, by which he means a rejection of natural science 
as an appropriate model for educational research; he calls the second 
the ‘interpretivist critique’. 

As you read these two sections, make a list of the criticisms that 
antinaturalists and interpretivists make of research influenced by 
positivism. 

Comment 
In the course of reading this and other materials, you may come across 
words whose meaning you are not familiar with and which you find 
difficult to grasp from their context. For example, in this section Gage 
uses the word ‘phenomenological’. Unfortunately, like quite a lot of other 
philosophical and methodological terms, this does not have a single 
meaning, and is used and defined in ways that may be misleading. 
Moreover, if you try looking words like this up in specialist dictionaries 
and encyclopaedias, you may find that the entries use yet other terms 
you are unfamiliar with! Nevertheless, it is certainly worth looking up 
such words, especially if understanding their meaning seems crucial to 
what you are reading. But don’t expect that you will always find an 
account that is immediately intelligible to you or that is accurate. Over 
time, you will discover that your understanding of methodological 
terminology will increase, and that (ironically) this will help you to 
understand better the descriptions of terms provided in dictionaries and 
encyclopaedias, and to assess their accuracy.3 

3 See the E891 course website for guidance on methodological and philosophical dictionaries and 
encyclopaedias. 

Allow about 
45 minutes 



Part 2: The nature of educational enquiry 81 

Fortunately, understanding the meaning of ‘phenomenological’ is not 
crucial for grasping Gage’s argument. Here, and in some other contexts, 
it refers to a focus on describing the details of people’s experience of a 
particular aspect of the world. 

As Gage indicates, during the second half of the twentieth century 
educational research in many Western societies moved away from the 
use of the quantitative method and the associated reliance on positivist 
ideas about methodology, and towards various kinds of post-positivist 
approach – although neither quantitative research nor the influence of 
positivism disappeared completely. Instead, educational research came 
increasingly to rely on relatively unstructured forms of data, such as 
audio and video recordings, open-ended field notes, and published or 
unpublished documents (sometimes including material from the 
internet). This data was analysed in ways that did not rely on 
quantitative method, being designed instead to produce accounts that 
are similar in basic character to those written, for example, by 
historians. 

One of the intellectual sources that stimulated this shift towards 
qualitative research was what Gage refers to as interpretivism – 
the second of the four methodological philosophies we will discuss in 
this section. Both of the critiques he outlines in his chapter – the 
antinaturalist and the interpretivist critiques – can be regarded as 
deriving from this source. 

Interpretivism 

The conflict between positivism and interpretivism dates from at least the 
middle of the nineteenth century, although it only arose clearly within the 
field of educational research during the second half of the twentieth 
century. Interpretivism’s starting point is its insistence on differentiating 
between the nature of the phenomena investigated by the natural sciences 
and the nature of those studied by historians, social scientists and 
educational researchers. In particular, it argues that people – unlike 
atoms, chemicals or most non-human forms of life – interpret (make 
sense of) their environment and themselves in ways that are shaped by 
the particular cultures in which they live. These distinctive cultural 
orientations shape what they do, and when and how they do it. 

Thus quite different ways of life and associated beliefs about the world 
can be located at different points in history and also coexist (peacefully 
or in conflict) at any one time. Furthermore, this is not just a matter of 
differences between societies; there is also significant cultural variation 
within the large, complex societies in which most of us now live. 
Interpretivists argue that we cannot understand why people do what they 
do, why particular institutions exist and operate in characteristic ways, 
without grasping how people interpret and make sense of their world – 
in other words, the distinctive nature of their beliefs, attitudes and so on. 
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This emphasis on the importance of perceptions, intentions and beliefs 
does not, in itself, mark off interpretivism from all kinds of quantitative 
research or all forms of positivism. Positivists did sometimes argue that it 
is only possible to undertake rigorous study of what is observable, and 
therefore that it is only people’s behaviour, rather than their thoughts, 
that can be investigated scientifically. But this kind of behaviourism (or 
behaviouralism) was not universally accepted by all positivists, and even 
less by quantitative researchers generally. Indeed, a great deal of 
quantitative work has been concerned with documenting things that are 
not directly observable, such as levels of intelligence or types of attitude, 
albeit seeking to do this through observable indicators like responses to 
tests and questionnaires. 

The difference between positivism and interpretivism is, therefore, 
rather more subtle than a difference in focus, but it is still important. 
For example, positivists have generally assumed that it is possible to 
document recurrent or standard patterns of relationship – first between 
people’s background experiences and their attitudes, and then between 
their attitudes and their behaviour. By contrast, interpretivists have 
suggested that these relationships are much more contingent and 
diverse, in the same way that historians have emphasised the uncertain 
course of history – that it is not simply the playing out of a set of 
universal laws. This is what Gage means when he says that 
interpretivists reject ‘the assumption of the uniformity of nature’ and 
‘linear causal models’. 

What we have here is a difference in assumptions about the nature of 
social phenomena. This has important implications for how we can gain 
knowledge of those phenomena. The very methods that positivists use – 
devices such as the experimental control of variables, and reliance on 
standardised questionnaires to ensure comparability of response across 
respondents – assume that there are relatively standard patterns of causal, 
or at least statistical, relationship among psychological and social 
phenomena. Interpretivists reject that assumption, and must therefore 
employ different ways of investigating people’s perceptions and attitudes, 
how these are shaped by cultural contexts, and how they inform people’s 
actions. This is one of the reasons why interpretivism has encouraged a 
shift towards qualitative method. 

So, interpretivism carries different implications from positivism about 
what is required to understand people’s perspectives, attitudes or beliefs. 
For example, positivists assume that it is possible to document attitudes 
by getting people to respond to a standard structured questionnaire. 
Interpretivists, however, argue that all research methods involve complex 
forms of communication: therefore, coming to understand other people 
necessarily relies both on researchers’ background cultural knowledge 
and skills, and on their willingness to suspend prior assumptions and 
allow understanding of other people’s orientations to emerge over the 
course of enquiry. 
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A classic illustration of this point was provided many years ago by Hugh 
Mehan in his work on educational tests. In particular, he showed how 
test questions can be interpreted in ways that are quite different from 
what was intended by the researcher: 

A question from [a] language development test instructs 
the child to choose the ‘animal that can fly’ from a bird, an 
elephant, and a dog. The correct answer (obviously) is 
the bird. Many first grade children, though, chose the 
elephant along with the bird as a response to that question. 
When I later asked them why they chose that answer 
they replied: ‘That’s Dumbo.’ Dumbo (of course) is 
Walt Disney’s flying elephant, well known to children who 
watch television and read children’s books as an animal 
that flies. 

(Mehan, 1973, p. 249) 

Mehan is pointing out that the interpretation of test results depends on 
the assumption that there is a correspondence between the interpretive 
frame employed by the test constructor and that adopted by those 
who take the test.4 Any disparity between these two frameworks 
may mean that the test is not measuring what it was intended to 
measure. Test constructors sometimes recognise this problem, and 
engage in a great deal of pilot research to eliminate potential 
ambiguities and misunderstandings. In other words, they see the 
problem as a technical one that can be minimised by improved test 
construction. However, Mehan believed that the problem was endemic 
to tests and could only be dealt with by a change in approach. He 
summarises his argument as follows: 

This examination of testing interactions shows test 
assumptions are not met in practice. ... Test materials do not 
always have the same meaning for tester and child. The 
child’s performance is not just the result of his ability and 
the stimulus presented but is also influenced by contextually 
provided information. ... In short, test taking and test scoring 
are interpretive interactional processes which should be 
approached and studied as such. 

(Mehan, 1973, pp. 255–6) 

4 See Cooper (1992, 1994) and Cooper and Dunne (2000) for analyses of standard assessment 
tasks in the English national curriculum which take this into account. 
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Mehan believed that what is required is qualitative research into the 
interpretive and interactional processes involved in learning, not reliance 
on quantitative measurements whose validity is necessarily in doubt. 

In summary, then, interpretivism carries the following implications for 
research: 

l First, rather than set out to test hypotheses or find recurrent patterns 
of relationship, the researcher should instead adopt an exploratory 
orientation, one that tries to learn what is going on in particular 
situations and to arrive at an understanding of the distinctive 
orientations of the people concerned. It is assumed that what is 
discovered may well be different from what was initially expected. 
Furthermore, any tendency to dismiss other people’s attitudes as 
obscure, confused, irrational or bad should be resisted. Instead, the 
research must be carried out on the assumption that the attitudes or 
behaviour concerned make sense to, and are seen as justifiable by, the 
people involved. The aim is to discover the ‘logic’ or rationality of 
what people say or do. 

l A second implication, which is closely related, is that the data should 
be structured as little as possible by the researcher’s own prior 
assumptions. So, rather than setting out to conduct observation with 
a pre-specified set of categories of events to identify, or asking 
questions that are designed to elicit predetermined differences in 
attitude, the researcher should aim (initially at least) to collect data in 
a relatively open-ended fashion. For example, when conducting 
interviews, he or she should try to get informants to talk in their own 
terms about phenomena relevant to the research topic. 

Even more than positivism, interpretivism has stimulated a wide range of 
kinds of research. Like positivism, it has had an effect well beyond those 
who see their work as being shaped by it. Most qualitative enquiry has 
been influenced by interpretivism in one way or another. 

’ 
Reading 9 

about risks: the case of young people and their health by Martyn 
Read Chapter 14 in the Reader, entitled ‘Critical incidents and learning 

Denscombe. As you do so, write a brief summary of: 

l the focus of Denscombe’s research 

l the kinds of data he is employing 

l the conclusions he reaches. 

Then write a more detailed summary of the argument presented in the 
section entitled ‘The social construction of critical incidents’. 

Finally, consider the following questions: 

In what respects does this article reflect a commitment to an 
interpretivist approach? 

Are there any respects in which you can detect the possible 
influence of positivism? 

You should complete this activity before reading the Comment. 

Allow about 3 hours 
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Comment 
Denscombe adopts an interpretivist approach in stressing how important 
it is to understand young people’s perspectives and experiences if we 
are to explain why messages about what is harmful to health may lead 
to a change in their behaviour but often do not. It is because he believes 
this kind of understanding to be necessary that he uses data from open
ended group discussions and individual interviews. 

He also uses data from questionnaires, and these are likely to have 
been more structured, although not much detail about them is given in 
the chapter. This could be an indication of the simultaneous influence of 
positivism – a concern with generating the same sort of data from all 
respondents. Furthermore, it is quite clear that Denscombe’s research 
was quite narrowly focused on an issue that was defined at the start of 
his research, rather than the focus emerging over the course of enquiry. 
Again, this could be taken as a sign of the influence of positivism, 
although it need not be. As you saw at the beginning of this section, 
many researchers draw on a mixture of methodological ideas rather than 
following a single philosophy, and many would argue that this is a 
strength rather than a weakness. 

‘Critical’ research 

So far we have considered two methodological philosophies that have 
shaped educational research over the past fifty years and which continue 
to have an influence – positivism and interpretivism. It is now time to 
look at a third – one that was introduced in Part 1, Section 5, and which 
is often referred to as the ‘critical’ tradition. 

Box 6 

The meanings of ‘critical’ 

The word ‘critical’ can be used in a variety of ways, both in 
academic writing and in everyday usage. One meaning you will 
have come across in this part of the course is Denscombe’s 
reference to ‘critical incidents’. ‘Critical’ in that context means 
‘crucial’, and the word is being used to describe incidents that 
somehow or other seem to be ‘turning points’ in a situation or event. 

Another common reference is to negative judgements about a 
matter. Statements are critical if they challenge the claims someone 
has made or evaluate that person as undesirable or irresponsible. 
When people are described as critical, the implication often seems 
to be that they are being negative for the sake of it, or that their 
criticisms stem from a fixed position they have adopted. However, 
this need not be the implication. 

Generally, in academic contexts, the word ‘critical’ is used in a 
rather different sense. Here, being critical is seen as a virtue! This 
is because ‘criticism’ refers to the assessment of a set of claims 
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about something, and the conclusions reached about these claims 
may not be negative. Indeed, very often there will be both 
agreement and disagreement. Literary criticism, for example, is not 
concerned with criticising literature in the sense of discovering what 
is wrong with it, but rather with appraising its quality. This sense of 
the term extends into common usage where the critics who review 
films, DVDs, computer games and so on, in newspapers or 
magazines, on radio or television, or online, will not always come to 
negative conclusions about them. Indeed, very occasionally, they 
may be enthusiastically positive in what they write. A central form of 
criticism in academic work is analogous to this: it is concerned with 
assessing the validity of knowledge claims. What this involves will 
be explored in Part 5. 

However, when people write about ‘critical research’, the ‘critical 
tradition’ or ‘critical theory’, the word is being used in another, 
though not unrelated, sense. In writing this course, we have 
adopted the convention of putting quotation marks around ‘critical’ 
when referring to ‘critical research’, to distinguish it from the kind of 
critical approach that is general to academic work. Whereas the 
latter is concerned with assessing knowledge claims of various 
kinds, ‘critical’ research explicitly extends this assessment to social 
practices and institutional arrangements of various kinds, and 
usually in terms of some notion of equity or social justice. 
Furthermore, the conclusions reached are very often negative. This 
kind of evaluation is, of course, common in public discussion: it is 
the very stuff of politics. However, there are long-standing 
disagreements about whether such criticism should be the task of 
academic research. 

A final note about the use of quotation marks, both here and 
elsewhere. Most of the time, the reason for their deployment in this 
Box is that the word ‘critical’ is being mentioned (i.e. talked about) 
rather than used (i.e. actually applied to something). However, when 
reference is made to the ‘critical’ tradition, the quotation marks are 
designed to indicate that the word is being used, in the special 
sense outlined in the paragraph above, to apply to a particular 
approach to social and educational research. Quotation marks are 
used in a similar way around other words to indicate that a 
technical sense is intended. 

It is also important to recognise that people sometimes deploy 
quotation marks to distance themselves from a word even though 
they are using it. For example, some do this with the word ‘truth’, 
because they do not want to be seen as claiming to know the truth 
in some absolute sense. Quotation marks can also function as 
‘sneer quotes’, or  ‘derision quotes’, where the implication is that 
something is patently unacceptable or ridiculous. 
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You should now go back to Chapter 11 in the Reader, by Nathaniel 
Gage, which you looked at in Readings 7 and 8, and read the section 

Allow about entitled ‘The critical theorists’ critique’. As you do so, note down what 

Reading 10 

30 minutes 
seem to be the main elements of this critique. 

As you saw in Part 1, the origins of this third broad approach within 
social science also lie in the nineteenth century, and particularly in the 
philosophical ideas of Hegel and Marx. However, these ideas were 
developed, changed and added to in various ways during the second half 
of the twentieth century, particularly as they started to influence social 
and educational research. 

By contrast with the positivists, Hegel did not regard natural science as 
the proper model for all enquiry and knowledge, and especially not for 
understanding human social life. In this respect, he agreed with 
interpretivism. However, whereas many interpretivists accepted the 
positivist account of natural science as accurate and appropriate, Hegel 
challenged this. For him, it did not provide a sound basis for 
investigating even the physical world. Indeed, he argued that for 
scientific knowledge to become true knowledge it needed to be located 
within, and reformed by, a comprehensive philosophical system of the 
kind that he himself was seeking to develop. 

This points to the first important element of a ‘critical’ approach in its 
original form – the belief that research must be framed within a 
comprehensive perspective of the world, and designed to contribute to 
the development of that perspective. The idea that scientific knowledge, 
or knowledge of any other kind, can be parcelled out into different 
disciplines, or that the multiple cultural perspectives existing in society 
are somehow all equally true, was rejected by Hegel. Instead, the world 
could only be understood on the basis of a single framework of 
understanding, one that covers all humanly relevant aspects of the world 
– although Hegel did not believe that a true framework of this kind was 
immediately available to everyone. For him, then, scientific and other 
kinds of knowledge, in so far as they are true, must be integrated into a 
whole philosophy, and to some extent their validity can only be judged 
by whether they can be integrated into a developing framework of this 
kind. 

A second key feature of a ‘critical’ perspective, especially as influenced 
by Marx, is that it is not just relevant to thinking or research but should 
also provide the basis for our whole attitude to life and, in particular, 
how we try to shape the society in which we live. One effect of this is to 
tie research very closely to other social activities, and to ethical and 
political concerns. The idea that research can be detached from these 
matters, that it can or should try to be ‘value neutral’, is dismissed by 
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‘critical’ researchers as either ideological disguise or self-delusion. 
Indeed, from a ‘critical’ perspective, it is an ethical requirement that 
researchers try to be fully conscious of their own social role, and to 
guide their research in terms of a comprehensive view of the world that 
both comprehends wider society and is closely linked to the realisation of 
human ideals. 

A third important aspect of a ‘critical’ approach, as it was developed in 
the nineteenth century, concerns our attitude to history. Positivists tend to 
see the ideas of the past, where these are not treated simply as precursors 
of present-day scientific knowledge, as wrong-headed – the product of 
bias or irrationality. By contrast, some interpretivists reject any notion of 
historical progress, seeing the past as consisting of different eras, each of 
which had its own distinctive worldview. They believe that these 
worldviews cannot be evaluated against one another; rather, each must be 
understood on its own terms, as having its own unique evaluative 
criteria. 

Hegel took something from both sides. Like interpretivists, he rejected 
the positivist idea that major sets of beliefs or cultural assumptions in the 
past were simply false, the product of irrationality. However, like the 
positivists, he saw the past as leading up to the present, albeit in a 
dialectical rather than a linear fashion. What he meant by this is that it is 
achieved by historical struggles between different worldviews, each 
struggle leading to the emergence of a new worldview that transcended 
previous ones and came to dominate the next historical era. So the 
emergence of new philosophies of life in turn generated opposing 
worldviews which they then struggled with and were themselves 
subsequently transcended. These worldviews were not just sets of ideas 
but whole ways of life, or cultures, embodied in particular societies – 
ancient Greece against Rome, medieval versus early modern society, and 
so on. However, Hegel believed that this process of historical 
development would come to an end at a point where not only true 
knowledge but also all genuine human ideals would be realised and 
previous conflicts among them resolved. This was, in his terms, ‘the end 
of history’. Indeed, in his view this point had more or less been reached 
in the early nineteenth century, and his own philosophy was therefore 
the final one that, potentially at least, encapsulated the whole truth 
about the world. 

Marx gave an important twist to Hegel’s philosophical system by seeking 
to transform it into a scientific theory of society and a practical basis for 
political action. While he inherited most of the ideas outlined above, he 
differed from Hegel in seeing the driving force of history not so much as 
a conflict between ideas embodied in different societies, but as one 
between different social classes within societies when they reached 
particular stages of historical development. The conflict in ideas, or 
ideologies, derived from social-class divisions and struggles rather than 
the other way round. Moreover, the rise and fall of social classes were 
determined by the socio-economic development of societies – for 
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example, the move from hunter-gatherer societies to peasant farming, 
through to the rise of modern industrial capitalism in the nineteenth 
century. Like Hegel, Marx believed that history would come to an end, at 
which point human ideals, including knowledge, would be realised. 
However, for him, this had not yet happened. It would only take place in 
what he thought would be the near future, when the industrial working 
class overthrew capitalism and established communist society. 

So Marx believed that a distinctive ideology belonged to each social 
class which played a role in historical development. Furthermore, it was 
the responsibility of the intellectual (in this context, read ‘researcher ’) to  
align him- or herself with whatever class perspective was the most 
progressive in current society – in nineteenth-century Europe, this was 
the working class. For Marx, the point was not simply to understand the 
world but to change it. In fact, he believed that understanding and 
political action were closely intertwined. Not only was commitment to 
the interests of the working class ethically required, it also provided the 
best chance of gaining a true understanding of society, both of the 
present and of the past. This is because, he assumed, the progressive 
social class, the one destined to come to power next, has the best motive 
and best opportunity for gaining a true understanding of the world. Once 
a social class became dominant, its perspective on the world, while 
containing some truth, would come to be distorted by the need to hold 
on to power in socio-economic conditions that became increasingly 
disadvantageous, and Marx assumed that false ideas would be most 
effective in this task. The only exception was the case of the working 
class, precisely because he saw its coming to power as bringing history 
to an end and establishing a classless society in which human ideals, 
including true knowledge of the world, would be realised. 

‘Critical’ researchers today inherit many of the ideas outlined above, 
although they have also abandoned, or do not mention, some elements 
(for example, the Hegelian notion of dialectical progress) and have added 
new ones. For many, the focus is no longer just on inequalities of social 
class, but on other kinds of inequality as well, notably those of gender, 
race and ethnicity, sexuality and disability. Traditional Marxists would 
regard these other forms as deriving from social-class differences and as 
due to be abolished when social-class inequality is overcome. However, 
most ‘critical’ researchers today treat these other kinds of inequality as 
having at least the same importance as differences in social class, and as 
being equally fundamental. Feminists, for example, believe that their 
research should be primarily directed towards the emancipation of 
women, although there are some (socialist feminists) who think that this 
must be done in association with social-class struggle. Similarly, ‘critical’ 
researchers who are concerned with racism, homophobia, or what they 
see as the social construction of disability, usually emphasise the 
distinctive features of these forms of inequality, and may or may not link 
them to divisions of social class. 
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Despite their differences from Marxism, and their focus on different 
issues, ‘critical’ researchers are usually committed to doing research that 
is based on, and designed to contribute to, a more comprehensive or 
fundamental understanding of the world than that available to common 
sense, and one that is geared towards the abolition of particular kinds of 
social division. This requires that, whatever the phenomena being 
investigated, such research must be conducted against the background of 
the wider socio-historical context, since only by changing this context 
(it is believed) will social divisions be overcome. 

“emancipatory” ’ Disability 
Reading 11 

on doing disability research , by Colin Barnes in 
Read the article entitled ‘What a difference a decade makes: reflections 

and Society, 2003, vol. 18, no. 1, pp. 3–17. See Reading 1 for 
suggestions on searching for the article online. Look for the correct year 
of publication, the volume and issue numbers (volume 18, issue 
number 1) and, finally, the ‘Full Text’ version of the article. 

As you read the article, jot down your thoughts on the following: 

What is meant by ‘emancipatory disability research’? 

What is described here as the ‘conventional wisdom’ about 
disability? 

How does the ‘social model’ of disability challenge this? 

You should complete this activity before reading the Comment. 

Comment 
Barnes begins his article by contrasting the conventional view of 
disability, as a product of physical impairments of various kinds, with the 
‘social model’ which treats disability as produced by society’s reaction to 
these impairments, amounting to ‘social oppression’. There are at least 
two aspects to this reaction. First, there are negative stereotypes of 
people with impairments, stereotypes that often exaggerate and 
generalise their disability, rendering them non-persons. Secondly, there is 
a failure to provide the resources that would enable these impairments 
to be overcome, so that normally accepted modes of life can be 
enjoyed: a simple example would be failure to provide wheelchair 
access to public buildings. Emancipatory disability research is concerned 
with documenting this social oppression and challenging it. This may 
include seeking to change the attitudes of some people with physical 
impairments as well as empowering them to challenge the ways in which 
they are oppressed. 

Allow about 3 hours 
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In general terms, the orientation towards change and empowerment 
adopted by Barnes is shared by all kinds of ‘critical’ research, varying 
according to the sort of inequality or oppression that is the focus – for 
example: 

l feminist research is committed to challenging patriarchy, the ways in 
which males dominate females, and how this is inscribed in 
prevailing social arrangements 

l anti-racist research focuses on inequalities among ethnic groups, and 
how these are sustained and reproduced through institutional practices 

l Marxist and socialist research is concerned with challenging 
capitalism and the social-class hierarchy that it generates. 

All these versions of ‘critical’ research assume a particular model of 
society, one in which there is a dominant group and a form of social 
organisation that functions to keep that group in power and to maintain 
inequality. Furthermore, it is believed that, to bring about change, 
considerable opposition must be generated and sustained, and precautions 
taken to avoid the resistance movement being co-opted into existing 
structures by those in power. Against this background, research tends to 
be seen as either for or against emancipation, with no room for neutrality. 

courses 
Activity 17 

whom is going to conduct a study of training in a college for 
Imagine a positivist, an interpretivist and a ‘critical’ researcher, each of 

new recruits to the police. What differences would there be in how they 
approached this task? To identify these, outline briefly how you think 
each of these researchers might carry out her or his work. You should 
complete this activity before reading the Comment. 

Comment 
Of course, each approach could take a variety of forms, so what is 
provided here does not exhaust the possibilities. 

Positivists often begin from a hypothesis to be tested – in this instance, 
it could be whether or not the training regime achieves one or more of 
its intended outcomes. The positivist could look for some sort of test or 
set of indicators that measures the target outcome(s). Then she or he 
might collect evidence from before the training began and after it had 
been completed, to try to draw conclusions about its effects. Perhaps 
different forms of training are used in the college, so it may be possible 
to compare two or more of these. It may even be possible to arrange for 
recruits to be randomly allocated to different forms of training, thereby 
increasing the likelihood of discerning the effects of these. Generally 
speaking, a positivist would study a relatively large number of recruits in 
the college so that she or he could generalise about the effects of the 
training regime(s). 

By contrast, the interpretivist might be more concerned with 
understanding the details of the training regime(s) in the college and, 
above all, with how the recruits experience and adapt to the college 
situation. In particular, she or he might focus on the problems faced by 

Allow about 
20 minutes 
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the new recruits, how they make sense of these (individually and/or 
collectively), what strategies they develop for dealing with them, and 
what the consequences of these strategies are. To do this, the 
interpretivist might feel it necessary to study the recruits quite intensively 
and perhaps over the whole course of their training. Qualitative methods 
are likely to be the main resource. The study would probably focus on a 
relatively small number of recruits, so that detailed data could be 
obtained to facilitate understanding the complexities of their perspectives 
and activities, and how these change over time. 

The ‘critical’ researcher is likely to begin from a general theoretical or 
political perspective about the role of the police in society, and this will 
shape both the focus of the enquiry and how it is pursued. For example, 
he or she might be interested in the set of assumptions about the nature 
of policing into which recruits are inducted, how these are built into the 
process of selecting applicants and the training process, how dissent 
and deviance are dealt with, and so on. The focus would be on the 
college and its staff as much as on the recruits, and on how institutional 
arrangements are structured in such a way as to produce police officers 
who accept and enforce current social arrangements, even though these 
may discriminate against some categories of citizen (for example, 
women, ethnic minorities, gays and lesbians, or the disabled). 

Like many other kinds of ‘critical’ research, emancipatory disability 
research has generally employed qualitative methods. As Barnes points 
out in his article (see Reading 11), this is partly because such methods 
frequently emphasise the importance of documenting the experience of 
those who are subordinated or oppressed – experience that is often 
ignored or distorted in mainstream research and in media coverage. As a 
result of the influence of positivism, there has been a tendency for 
quantitative method to be wedded to a commitment to value-neutrality – 
a stance which, as we have seen, is often regarded as a delusion by 
‘critical’ researchers. However, Barnes notes that complex issues 
surround the notion of objectivity in the context of disability research, 
and that there is no inevitable conflict between a commitment to a 
‘critical’ approach and the use of quantitative methods. Indeed, he points 
out that emancipatory disability research shares some assumptions in 
common with positivism, or at least with post-positivism.5 As will 
become clear, it is precisely these assumptions that are questioned by the 
fourth methodological philosophy to be discussed in this section – 
constructionism. This is not a philosophy that Gage identified, although 
he included its core idea as part of his discussion of interpretivism. In the 
period since he wrote his article, it has become much more influential. 

5 The term post-positivism refers to revised versions of positivism that take account of 
interpretivist and/or ‘critical’ challenges to it. 
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Constructionism 

Over the past twenty or thirty years, the term ‘constructionism’ has been 
widely used in educational research, and in the social science literature 
more generally. The parallel term, ‘constructivism’, is sometimes 
employed in similar ways, and is particularly common in psychology. 
Both of these terms refer to a range of ideas, and this is probably the 
most heterogeneous of the four philosophies we are exploring. 
Furthermore, as you will see in Part 6, constructionism is related to 
various other ‘isms’. 

In psychology, the term ‘constructivism ’ refers to approaches to the study 
of cognition that reject the idea that this involves a passive registering of, 
and learned responses to, stimuli. The sharpest contrast here is with 
behaviourism – a positivistic approach that rejects any appeal to what is 
not observable. Both the work of Piaget and that of Vygotsky, which you 
read about in Part 1, were influential in encouraging the idea that people 
seek to make sense of the environment in which they act, and that this 
shapes the resulting action. More recent forms of constructivism in 
psychology have emphasised the sociocultural aspects of this process, 
that what sense people give to situations is shaped by and shapes local 
cultures. 

In sociology, constructionism partly developed out of the idea that the 
social world is ongoingly constructed and reconstructed through the use 
of symbols in the course of human beings’ interactions with one another 
(this is referred to as symbolic interactionism). Once again, the focus is 
on how people make sense of the world and how this shapes their 
actions. This is a broadly interpretivist approach, but there has been 
increasing emphasis on how different cultures formulate the world 
symbolically in diverse ways, so that it is sometimes suggested that there 
are multiple constructed realities rather than a single overarching reality 
existing behind the different interpretations. Indeed, constructionists 
sometimes challenge the assumption that understanding other people is 
possible in the terms assumed by interpretivism, since any understanding 
is necessarily one construction among many possible ones. They tend to 
emphasise that multiple competing interpretations can always be 
generated about the same phenomenon, and that different interpretations 
can circulate within any context rather than there being a single dominant 
one. This approach sometimes amounts to a form of radical scepticism, 
in which any possibility of knowledge is challenged. 

An important influence on the emergence of constructionist ideas was the 
account of the development of natural science provided by Thomas Kuhn 
(1922–96). Kuhn (1970) argued that twentieth-century physics did not 
simply develop out of, and supersede, earlier knowledge in that 
discipline, such as the work of Isaac Newton. Instead, he claimed, it is, 
in an important sense, incommensurable with earlier positions – in other 
words, there is no common ground on which the earlier and later forms 
of knowledge can be compared and evaluated. This argument is 
important as it not only throws doubt on the positivist image of natural 
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science that had been used as a methodological model for social and 
educational research, but was also assumed to undermine any claim that 
the knowledge that research produces can have universal validity. Kuhn’s 
ideas are outlined in Box 7. 

Box 7 

Thomas Kuhn’s account of the history of science 

Kuhn’s starting point was the difficulty he experienced, as someone 
trained in twentieth-century physics, in understanding the account of 
the physical world provided by the ancient Greek philosopher 
Aristotle. Kuhn realised that, if modern physics were simply a 
development from earlier work, he should not have had this 
problem. Instead, he would have recognised some of Aristotle’s 
ideas as sound, and even those that were wrong would have been 
immediately intelligible as alternatives to what is now accepted as 
scientific knowledge. His recognition of this problem of 
understanding led him to study the history of natural science from a 
different perspective, no longer simply looking for precursors of 
modern ideas and rejecting the rest as the product of misguided or 
irrational thinking. 

Kuhn emphasised the social character of natural science research. 
He argued that, rather than being a process of deriving knowledge 
logically from empirical evidence in the manner assumed by many 
positivists, it necessarily relies on shared concepts which are open
ended in character but anchored by particular studies that are 
treated as exemplars. These concepts and exemplars make up 
what he referred to as a paradigm, indicating both what is already 
known and ‘puzzles’ that require further work. He saw mature 
sciences (e.g. physics), or particular fields within the sciences, as 
being dominated in any one period by a single paradigm. However, 
over time, some puzzles prove recalcitrant and become ‘anomalies’, 
at which point there may be a ‘scientific revolution’ that eventually 
leads to the adoption of a new paradigm – for example, the move 
from Newtonian to twentieth-century physics. Kuhn pointed out that 
the shift from one paradigm to another could not be based on a 
rational appeal to common ground between the two paradigms, 
since each effectively offers a different conception of the world. 
Judgement is necessarily involved – in particular, judgement about 
the chances of resolving anomalies in the old paradigm and the 
potential of the new paradigm in that respect. What Kuhn offered, 
then, was a very different picture of natural science from that 
assumed by positivism. It is worth noting that he describes social 
science as being in a pre-paradigmatic or immature state, precisely 
because it displays a host of competing approaches. 

Constructionism has also been stimulated by the post-structuralist and 
postmodernist ideas mentioned in the discussion of theory in Part 1. As 
its name implies, post-structuralism arose out of structuralism which had 
its origins in linguistics. In the late nineteenth century, the Swiss linguist 
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Ferdinand de Saussure (1857–1913) transformed the study of language 
by shifting the focus away from tracing the history of those languages, 
and the way that words and other parts of particular languages change 
over time, to an interest in the structural character of languages – how 
they generate distinctive yet intelligible patterns of sound and meaning. 
This sort of structuralist approach became dominant in linguistics in the 
twentieth century, and began to be applied to understanding other aspects 
of cultural life, notably by the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss 
(1908– ) and the literary theorist Roland Barthes (1915–80) – a process 
sometimes referred to as semiotics or semiology. 

An important body of work in the field of education is concerned with 
language use, part of which draws on linguistics and thereby on 
structuralism in its broadest sense. This work may involve the analysis of 
curriculum documents or of patterns of interaction within learning 
contexts, or be concerned with pedagogical or learning strategies 
involved in acquiring additional languages. There has also been work 
drawing on semiotics concerned with the role of images, both in printed 
texts and in online material (see, for example, Kress, 2001, 2004). 

In the second half of the twentieth century, a number of writers started to 
raise questions about the assumptions on which structuralism was based, 
thus attracting the label ‘post-structuralist’. One of them, Jacques Derrida 
(1930–2004), denied that language is anchored in some direct 
relationship to the world (concept to object, sound to meaning), or that it 
has a stable structure which produces fixed meanings that are accessible 
to anyone who knows the language. Derrida emphasised the extent to 
which structures, whether within languages or in particular texts, involve 
conflicting elements – an idea that is sometimes taken to undermine any 
possibility of a stable and sound understanding of anything. 

A closely related feature of some kinds of constructionism, as the term is 
interpreted here, is a denial that language or discourse is a tool that is 
under our control. Rather, the post-structuralist argument is that language 
forms us and, in a sense, speaks through us. At best, using language is 
like trying to ride a horse, and a fairly wild one at that, rather than like 
using a hammer to knock in nails. 

Constructionism has both drawn on and modified some of the 
assumptions of older forms of ‘critical’ research. One of these is the idea 
that, while existing social circumstances may be taken for granted – 
indeed, may be treated as ‘natural’ – by most people, they can in fact be 
changed. The world can always be very different. At the same time, 
constructionists do not usually take the view that some kind of necessity 
is built into history which will bring about change, nor that change is 
only possible if the right socio-economic conditions exist, nor that 
change can only be in one direction. They reject the sort of economic 
determinism often attributed to Marxism, even though they may share the 
same political commitments as many ‘critical’ researchers. 
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Activity 18 
Section 5, which discusses the work of Michel Foucault, and at the 
Look back at the subsection entitled ‘Postmodernist theory’ in Part 1, 

Allow about 
15 minutes 

notes you made on this. In what respects would you say that Foucault’s 
approach is constructionist? Finish thinking about this before you read 
the Comment. 

Comment 
Foucault’s work is constructionist in the sense that he is concerned with 
the way that various aspects of social life are constituted by discourses 
– crudely speaking, by the forms of language that we use to talk and 
think about ourselves and our world. In particular, his work is concerned 
with documenting historical changes in dominant discourses, and the 
forms of social organisation and action that these produce. For example, 
in his work on sex, he compares and contrasts present-day attitudes and 
practices with those of nineteenth-century Europe, and both of these 
with the attitudes and practices that seem to have been prevalent in 
ancient Greece and Rome. He denies that these changes represent a 
progressive process (for example, towards the realisation of human 
ideals or human freedom), even a dialectical one of the kind proposed 
by Hegel and Marx, although he does seem to evaluate them in various 
ways. Furthermore, by contrast with interpretivist social scientists and 
historians who seek to understand people’s perspectives and actions 
‘from within’ or ‘in their own terms’, Foucault is interested in what people 
take for granted without being aware of it, what they treat as natural or 
obvious. He insists that what is assumed to be ‘common sense’ is in fact 
discursively constructed and historically variable. 

Constructionists also usually challenge the idea of a single 
comprehensive perspective for understanding the world, arguing that any 
perspective of this kind that comes to be widely accepted will have 
socially oppressive consequences. This reflects the fact that French post
structuralist and postmodernist ideas arose, to a large extent, as a direct 
reaction against Marxism, with its claim to know that history is leading 
to a society in which all divisions are overcome. Any such trend is 
regarded as undesirable by some post-structuralists, because it would 
deny important differences in identity and experience. Within the study 
of gender, ethnicity, sexuality and disability, there has been ongoing 
conflict between a general refusal on the part of social scientists to treat 
these sources of difference as biological in character (this approach often 
being dismissed as ‘essentialism’), and an increasing tendency among 
some to insist that there are fundamental differences here that cannot be 
reduced to social-class divisions, and which should be recognised and 
valued rather than eradicated. 

The diverse ideas found under the heading ‘Constructionism’ have led to 
a range of kinds of work, almost all involving qualitative methods of one 
sort or another. In particular, there has been much investigation of the 
discourses evident in documents (contemporary as well as historical) and 
in various kinds of talk. The conceptualisation of ‘discourse’ has often 
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been rather different from that proposed by Foucault, drawing instead on 
various kinds of linguistic studies and on psychological and sociological 
work on verbal social interaction. Much of this work is designed to 
examine in detail how characteristic uses of language, in particular 
contexts, constitute psychological and social reality in one way rather 
than another, through the discursive or narrative strategies employed. 

fl ’ 
Reading 12 

exibility in further education by Roger Harrison, Julia Clarke, Richard 
Read the article entitled ‘Doing identity work: fuzzy boundaries and 

Edwards and Fiona Reeve. You will find this article in the journal 
Research in Post-compulsory Education, 2003, vol. 8, no. 1, pp. 93–105. 
You may want to refer back to Reading 1 to review ways of searching 
for articles online. 

As you read this, try to identify features of the analysis that borrow from 
constructionism. 

Allow about 3 hours 

Some forms of constructionist research are not concerned simply with 
how the people being studied construct psychological and social 
phenomena – for example, through the discourse they use – but also with 
how research accounts themselves do this. Indeed, a small body of work 
has applied discourse and narrative analysis to the products of research, 
and especially to those of qualitative research. This has led to calls for 
researchers to display a reflexive awareness of how they simultaneously 
document and construct the world through studying it, and how this 
reflects their own commitments and orientations. It has also sometimes 
led to forms of research writing that are specifically designed to undercut 
not only the scientific image of research, but also any claim on its behalf 
to produce well-establis hed knowledge. 

You should now read the rest of Chapter 11, by Gage, in the Reader. 
You do not need to take in all the details of what he says there, but do 

Allow about 1 hour try to identify the main features of what he sees as the three scenarios 
that might have resulted from the paradigm wars of the 1980s. 

Reading 13 

In the fifteen or so years since Gage wrote his fictional history, what 
has actually happened is in fact quite complex and varies across 
countries. Broadly speaking, it went through two phases in the UK. In 
the first, the trend against positivism continued, and what we have 
called constructionism emerged as an important influence alongside 
interpretivism and ‘critical’ research. However, in the early years of the 
twenty-first century, there have been signs of a second phase – the re
emergence of positivist ideas, partly as a result of calls for practice to 
become evidence-based. In some of its forms, this phase has amounted 
to an insistence on the important social function of quantitative method, 
such as an emphasis on the role of randomised controlled trials in 
demonstrating which policies and practices work and which do not. 
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Nevertheless, at present, much educational research continues to take a 
qualitative approach. 

Box 8 

The case of Ann Oakley: from advocacy of qualitative method 
to the championing of randomised controlled trials 

In the late 1970s, Ann Oakley carried out some important research 
on motherhood which relied heavily on qualitative interviews with 
mothers themselves (Oakley 1979, 1980, 1981). The research 
adopted a feminist perspective, and was concerned with the ways 
in which social institutions, including hospitals, operated on the 
basis of assumptions that were at odds with the preferences and 
feelings of many women. As a result of this work, Oakley came to 
be recognised not just as an influential British feminist, but also as 
having demonstrated the importance of qualitative method in giving 
voice to marginalised groups against dominant masculinist 
professional discourses. 

However, in the late 1980s her methodological views shifted 
significantly: 

To put it in terms of the paradigm argument, I began by 
singing the praises of ‘qualitative research’, of in-depth 
interviewing and observation as ultimately more truthful 
ways of knowing, and I have ended up advocating the use 
of ‘quantitative’ and experimental methods as providing what 
is often a sounder basis for claiming that we know anything. 

(Oakley, 2000, pp. 13–14) 

Oakley and some others came to emphasise the critical role that 
randomised controlled trials could play, not just in demonstrating 
what does and does not work but also in empowering women and 
other clients of professional groups in the field of health and other 
areas. In the past, professionals had tended to try to legitimate their 
decisions on the basis of knowledge and skills to which only they 
had access. However, Oakley believes that research, and 
particularly randomised controlled trials, can provide ordinary 
people, who are on the receiving end of professional work, with 
access to sound information about the effectiveness of different 
techniques. This can enable them to take control and make 
decisions for themselves about, for example, what is the best 
solution to their medical problems or the most suitable form of 
education for themselves or their children. 

Alongside the revival in support for quantitative methods in some 
quarters, there have also been increasing calls for ‘mixed methods’ 
research – that is, research that combines quantitative and qualitative 
approaches. The justification for this is often the kind of pragmatism to 
which Gage appealed. The argument is that too much attention has been 
paid to differences in philosophical and methodological assumption; that 
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these only matter to the extent that they actually affect the way that 
research is pursued; and that the significance of most of these differences 
is exaggerated. It is suggested that, by combining quantitative and 
qualitative methods, it is possible to gain the benefits of both and avoid 
the weaknesses of each when used on its own.6 

Summary of Part 2 

In this part of the course, the focus has been on the nature of educational 
research, and disputes about this. Four different methodological 
philosophies were outlined, which have shaped the work of educational 
researchers: positivism, interpretivism, ‘critical’ enquiry and 
constructionism. 

The next two parts of the course, Parts 3 and 4, focus on qualitative and 
then on quantitative methods of research. While this distinction may not 
be essential, it is an important one within the field of educational 
research at present and, as such, is a convenient vehicle for discussing 
the various ways in which researchers go about their work. 

n 

6 See Bryman (1988) and Tashakkori and Teddlie (2003) for discussions of the distinction 
between quantitative and qualitative approaches and advocacy of ‘mixed methods’ research. 
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This part of the course considers some of the forms that qualitative 
research can take, the sorts of data that qualitative researchers use, and 
the kinds of analysis they deploy. As part of this, you will be asked both 
to reflect on the material you have already read and to carry out some 
exercises using the DVDs. 

1 The nature of qualitative enquiry 
To start with, it is important that you get a broad sense of the character 
of qualitative enquiry. 

Activity 19 
(Reading 9) and the article by Harrison et al. (Reading 12). Consult the 
Look back at your notes on the Reader chapter by Denscombe 

original articles again, if necessary. In each case, note down the types of 
data that were used, and try to indicate how each type was used. 

On the basis of your notes, identify what you see as the key features of 
qualitative method; do this in the form of a list of up to three or four 
points. You should complete this activity before reading the Comment. 

Comment 
Denscombe collected data from questionnaires, focus groups and 
individual interviews.7 In the chapter, he quotes extracts from the focus 
groups, which seem to have involved fairly open-ended discussion in 
response to the researcher ’s questions. He uses data extracts both to 
illustrate the points he is making and, at the same time, to provide 
evidence in support of his argument. His concern is to document young 
people’s experiences and draw inferences about what shapes their 
attitudes and behaviour in relation to health issues. 

Harrison et al. rely entirely on interviews, presumably with individuals. 
These too seem to have been fairly open-ended in character. The 
researchers employ the data in a somewhat similar way to Denscombe, 
except that they focus rather more on the particular language used by 
their informants. Where Denscombe treats his data as a source of 
information both about informants’ lives and about their attitudes, 
Harrison et al. are more concerned with how they use concepts like 
‘flexibility’ and the discourses to which these concepts belong. This 
difference between the two studies illustrates a significant contrast in 
emphasis that is often found in qualitative research today. 

Allow about 
30 minutes 

7 The focus groups seem to have been close in character to group interviews. Usually, focus 
groups involve a larger number of informants (up to fifteen or twenty) than interviews. There is 
also a moderator (often the researcher) who plays the role of stimulating and directing the 
discussion, sometimes in a more directive fashion than is common in qualitative group interviews. 
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We can identify three distinctive features of much qualitative research: 

1 First, it tends to adopt an exploratory orientation in research design. 
Rather than a well-defined theory or specific hypothesis, the starting 
point is usually a much more general interest in a problem, issue or 
area. A major part of the research process is concerned with 
clarifying and developing the research problem, which is done in 
parallel with data collection and analysis. 

2 Qualitative researchers work mainly with relatively unstructured data 
– in other words, data that is not framed in terms of analytic 
categories at the point of data collection. As a result, they tend to use 
the following sorts of data: 

(a) documents of various kinds – official or personal, paper-based or 
electronic, text and/or images, extant or elicited 

(b) observational data produced by the researcher in the form of 
open-ended field notes describing what is observed in plain and 
concrete language, and/or through audio or video recordings 
which are then transcribed 

(c) data from relatively unstructured interviews – in other words, 
those that do not involve asking a set of pre-specified questions, 
or offering informants a choice from pre-specified answers. 
Instead, for the most part, their aim is to encourage informants to 
talk in their own terms about matters that may be relevant to the 
research. Once again, the data is recorded by means of field 
notes, and/or more usually by audio recording and transcription. 

3 A third feature of qualitative research follows on from the second, 
and concerns the kinds of evidence provided in research reports 
and the forms of argument that they employ. In general, numerical 
data is not central to the account, nor is there usually much, if any, 
reliance on statistical analysis. Instead, the aim is to document the 
character of the perspectives and activities of the people in the study, 
and/or how they employ various discourses – why these discourses 
take the form that they do, and perhaps also what the implications or 
consequences are. Careful account is usually taken of the local 
contexts in which people are operating, and perhaps of broader 
contexts too. 

It is sometimes argued that qualitative and quantitative forms of research 
are suitable for answering different types of question. There is some truth 
in this. If, for example, your research focus is the incidence of bullying 
in schools in a reasonably large or densely populated area over the 
course of a particular year, then you would necessarily have to engage in 
counting instances. But if the research is intended to provide an account 
of how a particular incident of bullying arose, then there is no obvious 
requirement to engage in counting. 

At the same time, much of both qualitative and quantitative research is 
concerned with answering the same sorts of question. In such cases, 
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the choice of one approach rather than the other will depend on what 
the researcher believes is necessary to produce an adequate answer 
to the question being asked, and/or on the nature of the data likely to be 
available. Furthermore, what he or she regards as necessary will be 
shaped by various methodological and theoretical ideas, including the 
methodological philosophies outlined in Section 3 of Part 2. 

Activity 20 
or might arise, in a context with which you are familiar. Try listing at 
Think about how the issue of bullying, aggression or harassment arises, 

least three (but not more than five) questions you could ask about this 
issue that are open to research. 

Then consider what sorts of data and analysis each question might 
require. Do not assume that any particular question is only open to one 
approach, although you may find that some of your questions are more 
conducive to qualitative than to quantitative enquiry, and vice versa. You 
should indicate in your notes if you find that this is so. 

In order to outline some of the variety within the field of qualitative 
research, we will outline three broad orientations that qualitative work 
can have. The account given here is not exhaustive, nor, as you will see, 
are the three forms mutually exclusive. Nevertheless, there are important 
differences among them. 

Investigating experience 

The first of these orientations is strongly influenced by interpretivism. It 
is summed up here as ‘investigating experience’, because it emphasises 
the importance, in research, of understanding the perspectives of the 
people who are the focus of the study. The argument is that researchers 
must try to see and document the world from the point of view of 
these research subjects, as only then will they understand what the latter 
were intending to do and why, and how their actions fit into, and are 
perhaps the consequence of, what they take to be the reality of their 
situation. 

This orientation assumes a world in which people have complex inner 
perspectives that need to be understood if their behaviour is to be 
properly explained. In everyday life, it is rarely possible to access others’ 
perspectives in anything like a full way. However, this orientation 
assumes that doing so should be a distinctive purpose of research, with 
the aim of producing much better explanations for people’s behaviour 
than the more superficial ones we usually rely on. Indeed, a primary 
aim of research should be to overcome the ‘misperceptions’ generated 
by official accounts, established theories, popular stereotypes, or the 
widespread myths and ideologies that are in circulation, especially in 
relation to low-status or marginalised groups. Through qualitative 
research into, for example, disruptive or otherwise deviant children or 

Allow about 
20 minutes 
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students, working-class and minority ethnic parents, or young offenders 
in an institution, it may be possible to evaluate the stereotypes, myths 
and ideologies about them against the complex reality of their actual 
views and practices. Those adopting this orientation assume that the task 
of understanding other people’s perspectives is difficult, because 
researchers must overcome, or at least suspend, many of their personal 
and cultural assumptions, and perhaps especially their conventional 
attitudes and evaluations. At the very least, a process of learning is 
required – one that is informal in character and necessarily open-ended, 
in which the influence of the researcher’s initial ideas must be minimised 
to prevent their operating as a source of bias. 

This orientation may promote the use of relatively unstructured 
interviews carried out in contexts where interviewees feel relaxed and 
able to reveal their genuine perspectives, with the researcher engaging 
in considerable efforts to build rapport. Equally, though, it might be 
argued that people should be observed in their own natural contexts in 
order to get a real sense of what they do, what they believe and why. It 
is also sometimes suggested that researchers should participate in these 
contexts themselves in order to get first-hand experience, perhaps even 
temporarily suspending the role of researcher and any other roles that 
may inhibit their capacity for understanding – a method usually 
referred to as participant observation. This first orientation can promote 
practitioner enquiry, on the grounds that only through long-term 
participation in a setting is it possible to fully come to know it. It may 
also encourage the use of documents of certain kinds – most obviously 
personal diaries or confessions of one sort or another, perhaps even 
imaginative writing – through which the researcher can attempt to 
decipher the beliefs and actions of the author. For example, in her 
study of friendship among teenage girls in school, Valerie Hey (1997) 
made considerable use of the notes that they passed one another in 
lessons. 

Some versions of this orientation recognise that any understanding 
researchers obtain of others’ perspectives is necessarily filtered through 
their own distinctive view of the world, their attitudes, feelings and so 
on. Given this, what is produced necessarily reflects a transaction 
between the two perspectives, rather than a representation of the other’s 
orientation purely in its own terms. This often motivates a requirement 
for the researcher to explicate her or his own perspective before 
providing an account of the perspectives of the people being studied, so 
that those reading the research findings can understand the interplay 
between the two (although, of course, readers’ understandings of this 
interplay will, in turn, be filtered through their own perspectives). 
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Activity 21 
have for practitioners undertaking research on their own situation and 
What implications does this first orientation, ‘investigating experience’, 

Allow about 
15 minutes 

practice? Note down your thoughts on this question. You should 
complete this activity before reading the Comment. 

Comment 
There are a number of possible responses to this question. First, as 
indicated in the discussion above, it could be argued that practitioners 
are in an ideal position to understand both their own perspectives and 
the perspectives of the people they interact with daily. They already have 
inside knowledge of their own orientation, and everyday contact with 
others in the setting over a period of time will have allowed them to 
access the orientations of those others, too. 

However, questions can be raised about this argument. In general, we 
all tend to operate on routine assumptions about the people we interact 
with daily, rather than seeking any in-depth understanding of their 
perspectives. After all, our ordinary orientations are constrained to a 
large extent by pragmatic concerns. Practitioner researchers, as much 
as any other kind, may have to work hard to overcome assumptions 
they normally rely on, in order to understand the perspectives of the 
people they come into contact with each day. Indeed, given practitioners’ 
familiarity with their setting, it may be more difficult for them to do this 
than it is for other researchers. 

Equally, questions could be raised about whether practitioners, of any 
sort, have an immediate understanding even of their own orientation, 
especially since much of it may be subconscious rather than 
automatically open to reflection. A great deal depends on the sort of 
knowledge that is required by the research – that is, on its purpose and 
its target audience. Practitioner research is usually directed towards 
improving practice in some way. But will the kind of in-depth 
understanding sought by this kind of qualitative research in fact aid 
practice? It may even obstruct practice, at least in the short term, by 
revealing to practitioners that some of their assumptions are false, 
although it could also transform it in various ways. 

Penetrating fronts 

We call the second orientation of qualitative research ‘penetrating fronts’ 
because it is concerned with finding out what actually happens in a 
situation as against what people say happens, what people actually do 
rather than what they say they do, and what they actually believe as 
against what they claim to believe. This orientation assumes that, in 
many contexts, people set up a variety of fronts, consciously and 
unconsciously, to hide what they do, believe or feel. This can be 
assumed to be particularly true of those in powerful positions, but the 
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tendency can occur more widely. This orientation to qualitative enquiry 
may be strongly influenced by the methodological philosophy referred to 
as ‘critical’ research (see Part 2, Section 3), although it need not be. An 
example of research shaped by this orientation is that concerned with 
documenting racism on the part of teachers or those responsible for 
admission to colleges, where it is often claimed that many who do not 
display overtly racist attitudes do nonetheless engage in racist practices. 

This orientation often stresses the importance of researchers carrying out 
observations in natural settings, going to ‘where the action is’ and 
studying everyday behaviour that is unaffected, or only minimally 
affected, by the research process – an argument sometimes used as a 
justification for covert research. At the same time, interviews may be 
treated as an important supplement to enquiry, a potential source of 
evidence about the fronts to be penetrated, and as providing inside 
information about what goes on behind those fronts. However, in this 
latter role, interviews always come second in value to direct observation, 
even if, in practice, they are sometimes the only source of data available. 
Furthermore, interviews in this kind of research may be quite different in 
character from those used for ‘investigating experience’. While gaining 
inside information may sometimes require the researcher to build rapport 
with interviewees, and provide a context in which they can relax and 
trust the researcher, at other times the interview tactics may need to be 
quite sharp and even aggressive – forcing people to face contradictions 
and explain themselves fully, rather than offering superficial justifications 
or making excuses. 

orientation, ‘ ’ access 
Activity 22 

penetrating fronts , may not give researchers to the 
There are reasons why interviews carried out within this second 

data that they require. Can you think of any? Write down your ideas. 
You should complete this activity before reading the Comment. 

Comment 
First, and most obviously, people will not necessarily tell interviewers 
the truth about what they do, think or feel. 

Secondly, they may not actually know these things – perhaps because, 
as indicated earlier, much of their everyday behaviour happens below 
the level of consciousness, so that they are unaware of it. Aspects of 
individuals’ feelings and behaviour may be obscured by psychodynamic 
processes that prevent them from recognising key facts about 
themselves because doing so would be painful. These processes may 
be particularly powerful when people are asked to talk about their past 
lives or specific events in the past, since memory is selective and 
reconstructs experience rather than simply re-presenting it. Furthermore, 
we all view other people through the lens of our own pragmatic 
concerns, so that we only take account of a small part of what they do 
and may even make very crude or even inaccurate representations of 
their beliefs and behaviour. 

Allow about 
15 minutes 
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Thirdly, interviewees may be unaware of the remoter causes of their 
behaviour or of its remoter consequences. It can be argued that only a 
researcher who places someone’s behaviour within a broader context, in 
both historical and social terms, will be able to reveal these things. 
Moreover, many arguments about human social behaviour link remote 
causes and consequences in functional relationships: it is argued that 
particular social practices become established because past 
consequences feed back to reinforce the continuation of those practices. 
Moreover, people involved in such functional social processes may be 
unaware of them. 

Finally, researchers adopting a constructionist orientation may point out 
that the accounts provided by informants in interviews are produced to 
serve particular discursive functions: they reflect the role of the 
interviewer (what questions were asked, how and so on) and the 
particular way in which the interview developed as an interactional 
situation. This potentially implies that it is an illusion to believe that such 
interview accounts can ever provide information about what happens 
beyond the interview situation. 

All of these considerations can lead to scepticism about accounts 
obtained from interviews, although this does not automatically rule out 
the use of interviews entirely. 

Research that adopts the ‘penetrating fronts’ orientation, and that is 
concerned with finding out what really happened, will also find 
documents a valuable resource. Most often, documents are a source of 
data about official ‘fronts’, but they can also sometimes be used to get 
behind these fronts, especially when they are produced for private 
purposes only. Personal diaries or letters reveal more of people’s actual 
attitudes and behaviour than the fronts they present in public situations, 
as in the case of politicians’ memoirs. An example from within 
qualitative research is provided by the founding father of modern 
anthropology, Bronislaw Malinowski (1884–1942), whose famous 
account of field-work practice highlighted the need for sympathetic 
understanding of ‘the native point of view’. This account was taken as a 
kind of mission statement by many anthropologists. However, after his 
death, when his personal diaries dating from the time of his first piece of 
field work were published, he revealed rather unsympathetic, perhaps 
even racist, attitudes towards the people he was studying (see 
Malinowski, 1976; Wax, 1972). 

Equally valuable are documents produced within organisations for 
internal consumption, for example, when they are made public as a 
consequence of legal prosecution or unofficial leaks, or can be accessed 
via some other route by the researcher. Such documents may offer a very 
different account of what an organisation is doing, and why, from that 
presented in official documents, where the aim is usually to portray the 
organisation in the best public light and to promote its interests. 
However, even official documents intended for publication can 
sometimes be inadvertently revealing. 
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Make a list of up to five educational topics in which it may be 
appropriate to apply this second research orientation, ‘penetrating fronts’. 

Allow about You should complete this activity before reading the Comment. 

Activity 23 

15 minutes 

Comment 
The ‘penetrating fronts’ orientation seems appropriate in a number of 
contexts, at least for specific aspects of a study – for example: 

l To explore the reasons behind a policy decision, whether at the level 
of national government or at a lower organisational level. Some of 
these may be judged unsuitable for public disclosure. Decisions can 
involve a complex process over time, so that even those involved in 
making them may not be fully aware of what has shaped the 
outcome. But it may be possible for a researcher to document this 
process. 

l To investigate how university lecturers actually spend their time, 
compared with how this is recorded in universities’ formal accounting 
procedures. 

l To investigate smokers’ responses to a college non-smoking policy, 
by finding out where and when they smoke. 

l To investigate whether or not bullying is occurring within an army 
training establishment that denies any bullying is taking place. 

l To investigate whether an admissions procedure involves 
discrimination on grounds of age, sex, disability or ‘race’. 

Documenting discursive strategies 

The third orientation within qualitative research is focused on finding out 
how the accounts that people give (whether in interviews, in ordinary life 
or in documents) are discursively constructed, and how they may be 
constructed in order to fulfil certain purposes or functions. The influence 
of constructionism should be evident here. The article by Harrison et al. 
(see Reading 12) is an example of this orientation. The word ‘account’ in 
this context usually refers to what people say or write, although it need 
not be restricted in this way. Some researchers argue that the whole of 
human behaviour is designed to be ‘accountable’ in the sense of being 
intelligible to others: indeed, that it must have this character if others are 
to make sense of it, and if action is to be coordinated and social order 
maintained. There is also a growing amount of research that employs 
visual data in the form of images of various kinds, both still and moving. 
These images can also be treated as accounts. 

This orientation’s core argument is that what generally appears as simply 
‘given’, as just how things are ‘in reality’, is in fact the product of 
practices that people use in providing accounts, notably (but not 
exclusively) their ways of talking and of writing. This argument draws 
on an older linguistic determinism – the idea that we cannot help but 
experience the world through the particular linguistic resources available 
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to us. As a result, in the words of the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, 
‘the limits of my language are the limits of my world’. However, 
‘language’ is usually interpreted here in a broader sense than ‘words and 
grammatical rules’: this is why the term ‘discourse’ is often used instead. 
Indeed, what is actually meant is often close to ‘culture’. The implication 
is that different discourses, or cultures, constitute reality in different 
ways. In short, this third orientation assumes that, in social and 
educational research, what we are studying is always ‘language in use’, 
always discourse or text, or symbolising of some kind, and never some 
pristine non-linguistic, non-discursive reality that lies beyond these. 

Another important element of this orientation is the idea of rhetoric, and 
of language use as performative: that speech, writing and other forms of 
representation or communication embody forms of action and should be 
studied in those terms. This involves emphasising the persuasiveness of 
language and other symbol systems – how they can lead us to believe 
things without question and to ‘see’ the world as having some essential 
character, ruling out other possibilities as effectively unthinkable. Also 
relevant is the study of narrative which draws on investigations of 
imaginative literature and its ability to create believable worlds for 
readers. A particular focus is the narratives we construct about ourselves 
(e.g. autobiographical accounts), and how these texts construct our 
identities in one way rather than another. 

This discursive turn has motivated work of various kinds within the field 
of education. This includes analyses of lessons or meetings (for example, 
those between teachers and parents) as interactional encounters, the study 
of policy documents for the rhetorical strategies they employ, and the 
collection and analysis of teacher and student narratives. There are 
different views about what sort of data this orientation requires. What is 
almost certainly ruled out is reliance on field notes produced by the 
researcher. Indeed, some researchers focus exclusively on transcriptions 
of naturally occurring talk, or on written documents (paper-based or 
electronic), and specifically reject the use of data from research 
interviews because it is heavily shaped by the researcher. In addition, in 
some of the work undertaken within this orientation there is an insistence 
that there should be minimal reliance on any information about external 
‘context’. The genuine context is regarded as restricted to what is 
displayed in the data as contextually relevant. 

In general, those adopting this orientation are interested in studying 
interactional, discursive, narrative or representational/communicative 
strategies, regarding these as designed to generate a particular sense of 
what is going on, who is involved, why things are being done, and so 
on. There is a parallel here with the second orientation (‘penetrating 
fronts’), since it could be said that this third one is exclusively interested 
in how fronts are constructed and maintained. The important difference 
between the two, however, is that the third orientation does not assume – 
indeed, it usually specifically denies – that there is any reality behind the 
fronts. All that there can be behind a front, from this point of view, are 
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the practices that generated it, and even the metaphor of a ‘front’ may be 
regarded as misleading. Furthermore, there may be a reluctance to ascribe 
motives to those employing the discursive strategies documented in the 
research. Instead, the focus is often exclusively on the strategies 
themselves and how they function. To ascribe motives would require 
researchers to engage in reality-construction themselves, rather than 
simply to describe the processes, procedures or strategies through which 
particular social realities are constructed and sustained. 

However, some researchers adopting this position recognise that the 
analyst cannot avoid engaging in reality construction. Any claims to be 
simply representing the discursive practices employed by the research 
subjects must be spurious, since there can be no world existing somehow 
behind or beyond the discursive practices that the analyst employs. The 
most that can be hoped for is that somehow, through their very use, the 
analyst can reflexively display the practices that are employed by 
everyone. Alternatively, a researcher ’s rationale may be simply to offer 
reminders of the constructed nature of reality by continually subverting 
the veracity of his or her own account. Drawing on post-structuralism, 
some versions of this third discursive orientation argue that subverting 
currently dominant constructions of reality clears the way for the 
emergence of other quite different forms of educational or social life. 

Activity 24 We now want you to think about how the three orientations outlined 
above – ‘investigating experience’, ‘penetrating fronts’ and ‘documenting 
discursive strategies’ – might be applied to studying a particular topic: 
gender inequalities in academic performance on university science 
courses. Write a brief account of your ideas about this question. You 
should complete this activity before reading the Comment. 

Comment 
The first orientation, ‘investigating experience’, could be employed to 
investigate people’s experiences of gender inequality on science 
courses, to document not just what had happened to them but also how 
they interpreted events, what they counted as instances of gender 
inequality and discrimination, and why. The focus is likely to be on those 
who are deemed to be discriminated against, probably women, and the 
ways that they experience this discrimination. However, to be sure that 
the group is indeed being discriminated against, the researcher would 
need to compare treatment of them with treatment of male students. He 
or she may also want to document the perspectives of other categories 
or groups of people. This may involve attempting to cover both male and 
female students, those who are relatively successful on science courses 
and those who are less successful, and perhaps also relevant university 
staff. 

Those adopting the second orientation, ‘penetrating fronts’, might be 
interested in finding out whether gender discrimination occurs in teaching 
and assessment on university science courses and, if so, how and why. 
The aim would be to go behind formal appearances of fairness to 
investigate how decisions are actually made and the underlying attitudes 

Allow about 
30 minutes 
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towards the sexes. Notions about the gendered character of science 
would obviously be relevant – that is, the idea that particular sciences 
are more appropriate or easier for one sex than the other. The main 
focus of enquiry might be those who hold positions of power over 
teaching and assessment on university science courses, although it 
need not be. 

The third orientation, ‘documenting discursive strategies’, might 
encourage a concern with the way that accounts of fairness or 
unfairness, equality and inequality of treatment, are constructed – what 
rhetorical devices are employed in this, and the assumptions that are 
built into their use. In short, there may be interest in the discursive 
constructions employed, the way that these portray reality in particular 
ways, and the consequences of their use in relation to male and female 
students on university science courses. 

The relationship between the three orientations 

These three orientations all offer a sharp contrast with the positivist ideas 
underpinning much quantitative work, where the aim is to produce 
reliable measurements of controlled variables from which widely 
generalisable conclusions can be derived, or against which theoretical or 
explanatory hypotheses can be tested. At the same time, it is not hard to 
see that these three qualitative research orientations are in conflict with 
one another at some points: 

l The first orientation, ‘investigating experience’, treats what people 
say as a window into a distinctive personal or cultural world, one that 
will make sense in its own terms. 

l By contrast, the second approach, ‘penetrating fronts’, adopts a more 
critical attitude: the researcher is concerned with the reality behind 
the fronts that people present, which may only be detectable by 
ignoring what they say and observing what they actually do. Whereas 
the first orientation requires the researcher to accept what individuals 
say on trust, even if initially it does not make much sense, in the 
expectation that it is in principle possible to understand it as rational, 
the stance in this second orientation is to be suspicious of what 
people say even if it apparently makes good sense. Indeed, it may be 
assumed that researchers should be especially suspicious in these 
circumstances, since it may just be a highly effective rationalisation: 
‘They would say that, wouldn’t they!’ 

l The third approach, ‘documenting discursive strategies’, is at odds 
with both of the other two. It denies the existence, or at least the 
possibility of accessing, both the ‘subjective realities’ of other people 
– how they truly see and feel about the world – and the well-springs 
of their actions. It also denies the existence of some objective reality 
behind the fronts that people put up. Instead, the focus is on the 
accounts themselves, how they are constructed and what functions 
they may serve. 
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Despite these tensions among the three orientations, many qualitative 
researchers in fact draw on more than one of them, and may even apply 
different orientations to different individuals, groups or categories of 
actor. For example, the first orientation could be applied to those with 
whom a researcher has some political sympathy, and the second to 
those with whom he or she has little sympathy. Whether or not this is 
legitimate is a live issue (see Hammersley, 1998). There is also a 
tendency for researchers to apply the third orientation to accounts that 
they assume to be spurious, on the (mistaken) assumption that, because 
an account can be shown to be a construction, it must therefore be false. 
Moreover, even accounts produced by the same person can be subjected 
to all three sorts of orientation in a selective way, with some parts treated 
as genuine and others as fronts or as constructed accounts. 

It is important to note that none of these strategies for combining the 
approaches eliminates the tensions among them. 

In the remainder of Part 3, we will explore in more detail the ways that 
qualitative researchers typically go about their work. 

2 Research questions and design 

We noted earlier that qualitative researchers do not usually start with a 
specific research question or hypothesis to be tested. Their ideas are more 
general and uncertain in character, and they expect these to change, or at 
least to be refined and become more specific, over the course of enquiry. 
This contrasts with a model of research design that is not uncommon in 
methodology textbooks, and that is frequently associated with 
quantitative method. Here, not only must hypotheses be fixed at the start, 
but the intended course of the research should be laid out as well. 

From the point of view of qualitative researchers, this model presents a 
number of problems – for example: 

l It tends to assume that all research is concerned with questions that 
are explanatory or theoretical in character, whereas some research is 
more interested in providing descriptions. 

l It assumes that the main task in relation to explanatory and 
theoretical questions is to test hypotheses, whereas qualitative 
researchers emphasise the importance of developing explanations and 
theories that are attuned to the particular character of the phenomena 
to be explained. 

l It fails to recognise the extent to which research is a process of 
discovery. What is discovered includes how best to pursue the 
investigation, which we cannot assume is known at the beginning. 
Part of the reason for this is that research questions may need to be 
reformulated until productive and answerable ones have been found. 
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Equally important, decisions about what is likely to be the best kind 
of data or form of analysis are made and revised over the course of 
enquiry. 

It is a fallacy to assume that research can answer just any question: 
finding the right question to address is an important part of the task. 
Questions are always based on assumptions, and it may be discovered 
that some of the assumptions are false. In addition, research questions 
have to be viable within the resources available. It may be discovered 
that what was thought to be possible is not, so that the initial research 
questions have to be reformulated. 

The same sort of argument can be applied to deciding how best to 
investigate a topic. What methods should be employed, and how, may 
need to be rethought during the course of the research, as more is learned 
about the people and places being studied. An illustration of this is 
provided by a piece of research that began with a focus on investigating 
the participation of different professionals (social workers, psychiatrists, 
teachers and others) in multidisciplinary teams dealing with children and 
young people. The concern of the researcher was with whether and how 
communication takes place between the professions in this context. 
Subsequently, the focus of her investigation shifted to how professionals 
engaged in this kind of work construct and display their identities, as 
evidenced in research interviews. The reasons for the shift were partly 
pragmatic, including major difficulties in gaining access to the work of 
the multidisciplinary teams. However, it also came about through the 
influence of constructionism: through doubts about whether the initial 
research proposal could be realised, even in principle, given that it 
required documenting ‘what actually happens’ in multidisciplinary teams 
(Passingham, 2006). 

All this is not to say that qualitative researchers start each study from 
scratch, nor that they should proceed without any planning. Rather, the 
point is that they must be careful not to define the task too narrowly or 
too fixedly at the beginning, and must treat their plans as always open to 
revision. This means that research design is an ongoing process rather 
than being just the initial stage. There is a sense in which qualitative 
studies are continually being redesigned as they proceed, in the light of 
what has been discovered and what seems the best way forward. 

Qualitative researchers may derive their initial ideas for research topics 
from a variety of sources – perhaps from practical experience in a 
particular role, or from the research literature, or the idea may have 
simply arisen in conversation. (Much the same is true in the case of 
quantitative enquiry.) Often the sources are multiple, but embedded 
within initial ideas will be key concepts that, while they are perhaps not 
open to clarification at the start, are obviously of importance and need to 
be understood clearly. Thus, most qualitative research is guided by a set 
of theoretical ideas (of various kinds) which will be reformulated and 
clarified over the course of the research process. 
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Educational research now draws on a wide range of theoretical ideas. In 
the past, there was much less diversity: research tended to operate within 
a small number of disciplines, and each discipline (for example, the 
psychology or sociology of education) had relatively few central 
theoretical ideas. Today, however, there is a sense in which much 
educational research is post-disciplinary: ideas are often drawn from 
several disciplines, and many sets of theoretical ideas straddle different 
ones. An example is the concept of communities of practice, which has 
been influential on much educational research in recent times (Lave and 
Wenger, 1991). It is a concept that can have quite radical implications, 
both for our understanding of learning and teaching, and for how we 
carry out research (see Box 9). 

Box 9 

Communities of practice 

Jean Lave, Etienne Wenger and others have argued that learning is 
usually situated in ‘communities of practice’. In proposing this, they 
were reacting against the tendency of most traditional psychological 
theories of learning to treat it as amounting simply to changes in the 
capacities or behaviour of individuals, and to conceptualise it in 
terms of the acquisition of propositional knowledge and/or of explicit 
rules of action. Instead, Lave and Wenger emphasised that learning 
generally involves social participation in communities and, more 
importantly, that it amounts to the learner coming to behave in ways 
that are recognised as competent within a particular community. 

Several classic examples of situated learning in communities of 
practice have been studied, including Vai and Gola tailors in Liberia, 
Yucatec Mayan midwives in Mexico, ship navigators in the US navy, 
participants in Alcoholics Anonymous, and researchers engaged in 
developing artificial intelligence programs (Lave and Wenger, 1991; 
Suchman and Trigg, 1993). In some of these examples, the 
communities of practice are characterised by an informal mode of 
organisation based on an oral tradition, and involve the 
development of a shared repertoire of cultural resources that is not 
only unwritten but is also unspeakable, in the sense that it cannot 
be communicated effectively to anyone who does not already have 
experience of working in the relevant community. Much of the 
cognition and motivation required is not available to consciousness, 
and certainly not to the consciousness of any one individual, but 
arises during participation with others in the collective task. It is 
‘distributed knowledge’: different participants have different elements 
of the knowledge required for the task. Some aspects of this 
knowledge may be brought to individual consciousness through 
reflection, but practice does not operate primarily on the basis of 
conscious deliberation. What is involved is closer in character to 
skilful action than to the ‘application’ of a linguistically expressed 
body of propositional knowledge or a set of explicit rules. Thus 
learning has to take the form of ‘legitimate peripheral participation’, 
analogous to apprenticeship rather than formal instruction. 
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Furthermore, the working culture of the community develops and 
changes as practitioners deal with new situations, without their 
always being aware of how it is changing. 

One of the implications sometimes drawn from the concept of 
communities of practice is that genuine learning can only take place 
within the context of some actual practice, and not in formal, 
specifically educational contexts like schools, colleges or 
universities. As already noted, learning is seen as essentially a 
matter of apprenticeship: watching experienced practitioners at 
work, attempting parts of the task under their guidance, and so on. 
There is a parallel here with an influential movement in the 1960s 
which argued for the de-institutionalisation (the ‘deschooling’) of  
education. 

The concept of a community of practice also has implications for 
how educational research is carried out. It has been taken to 
encourage the use of qualitative methods, on the grounds that 
these can enable us to understand the ‘learning-in-action’ and 
‘expertise-in-action’ that are central to communal practice. One area 
where this argument has been developed is science education (see 
Traianou, 2007). 

3	 Selecting cases and sampling within 
the case 

Before data collection can take place, however open-ended the research 
design, some decision has to be made about what case(s) or setting(s) or 
set(s) of people require investigation. This is rarely a once-and-for-all 
decision in qualitative research: new cases, settings or people can and 
will often be selected later on in the enquiry. 

Sometimes this decision is made automatically. If, for example, a 
researcher is interested in investigating his or her own practice, then it is 
fairly clear where data collection has to begin, even if the kind of data to 
collect, and how, still has to be decided. Similarly, the cases for 
investigation may be set by a funding agency, which may be seeking 
information about a particular group of people, setting, policy or practice. 
The focus is also predetermined if the aim is to investigate the unique 
character of a specific situation or group of people, as in some kinds of 
evaluation (see Stake, 1995). 

However, in many studies the range of options may be larger. For 
example, if we were interested in recent changes in the orientations of 
those who manage UK universities, we would have to decide whether to 
focus on one particular university as a single case, or on two or three 
universities. If the latter, then the sample would perhaps be designed to 
capture possible key differences among university institutions – for 
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example, between ‘old’ and ‘new’ universities, or those in England, 
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. Similarly, if the research focus 
were curriculum planning in secondary schools, even if we decided to 
carry out all of the research within a single school, we might still have to 
decide which subject departments we needed to concentrate on. Perhaps 
the cases for study would be the individual departments rather than the 
school as a whole. 

As that last example indicates, the distinction between selecting cases 
and sampling within cases is not always clear cut, not least because 
questions of what case(s) to investigate, what the boundaries around 
them are, and what is their nature can often only be determined towards 
the end of the investigation. However, it is almost always true that, even 
when the cases for study have been decided on, researchers may still 
need to make sampling decisions within them. For example, they may 
have to decide where to carry out observations and when, whom to 
interview, what documents they need access to, and so on. Sometimes it 
is possible to cover the whole of each case chosen for investigation, but 
very often it is not. 

So the question arises: on what grounds should these decisions about 
case selection and sampling be made? This may involve several kinds of 
consideration. An obvious one is representativeness. While qualitative 
researchers do not emphasise the importance of the generalisability of 
their findings to the same extent as some quantitative researchers, it is 
often a concern for them. They may select cases as a basis for drawing 
more general conclusions about a whole population of cases. Similarly, in 
sampling within a case, the aim is often to lay the basis for statements 
about the case as a whole. One way of seeking representativeness, of 
either kind, is to select what are regarded as typical cases for study, or to 
select places and times within a case that are likely to be representative 
of what goes on at other times and in other places. However, it is 
important to remember that this is not the only way to provide a basis for 
drawing general conclusions. 

Read Chapter 13 in the Reader, entitled ‘Increasing the generalizability 
of qualitative research’ by Janet W. Schofield. Pay particular attention to 

Allow about 2 hours the section headed ‘Three targets of generalization’ and what follows, to 
the end of the chapter. 

Reading 14 

As you do this, outline the three sorts of generalisation that Schofield 
identifies, and the various strategies she discusses by which qualitative 
researchers can seek to improve the generalisability of their findings. 
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Methods of data collection


As should be clear from the discussion so far, there are three main 
sources of data on which qualitative researchers rely – observation, 
interviews and documents. While the distinctions among them are fairly 
clear, there are connections and overlaps worth noting. For example, 
during observation, researchers often overhear and record the accounts 
that people provide to one another, which may not be very different in 
character from those given in interviews. Similarly, in the course of 
participant observation (one of the main observational methods used in 
qualitative enquiry) the researcher will often engage people in 
conversation and record their responses – data that is very much on the 
borderline with interviews, if not actually a kind of interview data. It is 
important to remember, too, that in the course of carrying out an 
interview the researcher is to some extent observing the interviewee’s 
behaviour. There may also be overlaps between interviews and 
documents: some documentary data is generated at the request of 
researchers – for example, they will sometimes ask people to keep diaries 
or to write autobiographical accounts. In some ways, especially in the 
case of written biographical accounts, what is produced is not so very 
different in character from the oral responses to questions during an 
interview. 

In Section 1, we saw that the three orientations informing quite a lot of 
qualitative research assign somewhat different roles to these three sources 
of data, and have implications for the kind of documents selected and the 
kind of observation and interviewing carried out. Nevertheless, it is 
possible to identify some general advantages and disadvantages 
associated with these three sources of data and their various modes. 

Documents as data 

We live in a society that is full of documents. These vary in terms of 
their medium – they may be paper-based or electronic, for example. They 
may also be handwritten, hand-drawn or printed. They may take the form 
of text or of images, or both. They may be public signs or posters, 
television programmes or films, internet websites or commercially 
published books; or they may be more private in character – items 
produced for a particular organisation or group, personal letters or private 
diaries. 

It is important not to forget that considerable documentary data relevant 
to many research topics may already be available, and can sometimes 
provide what is necessary for investigating those topics. Indeed, in some 
cases researchers have to rely on documents that are already available 
as their main source of data. The most obvious example of this is 
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historical work concerned with past events that are beyond living 
memory. However, there are other examples: some societies, 
organisations and communities are not accessible to observation, and 
may have members who are not prepared to be interviewed, so that 
documents are the only means of studying them. These documents 
would include official accounts, but perhaps also accounts produced by 
those who have left the organisation or community. Some research on 
secretive religious organisations relies exclusively on these sources. 

Besides using documents that are already available, researchers may also 
ask people to produce documents that will serve as data. This is not just 
a matter of requesting that people write diaries and biographies: young 
children may be asked to draw pictures of key events or people in their 
lives; or older children and adults may be given audio recorders, cameras 
or camcorders to record situations or events that are relevant to the 
research. 

Activity 25 
account in analysing data from: 
Write a brief summary of what considerations you would take into 

l already existing documents 

l documents generated by a researcher. 

You should complete this activity before reading the Comment. 

Comment 
Perhaps the most obvious consideration in both cases is how the data 
relates to the research topic: whether it could be relevant, and how. 
A second point is that in using existing documents we need to take 
account of who produced them, for what purposes, in relation to what 
audience(s), and under what constraints. What appears in a document is 
affected by all of these contextual features. Much the same is true of 
documents generated by a researcher. However, whereas in the case of 
existing documents we do not need to worry about the effect of the 
research process, and of the particular characteristics of the researcher, 
on the nature of the document, we will need to take these matters into 
account in the case of researcher-generated documents. For example, 
people will make judgements about what the researcher wants, and this 
is likely to shape the form and content of the data they provide. Equally 
important, there may be things that they do not want the researcher to 
know, and this too will have an effect. 

Observation as a source of data 

Observation involves a researcher watching and listening to actions and 
events within a particular context over a period of time, and then 
making a record of what he or she has witnessed. A distinction is 

Allow about 
20 minutes 
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sometimes drawn between participant and non-participant observation, 
indicating that the role of an observer may vary a good deal. He or she 
may play a participant role in the setting or the events being observed 
(even though this may be a marginal one), or may play no such role 
other than observer. The primary concern behind this distinction is 
reactivity – in other words, the extent to which, and the ways in which, 
the behaviour of the people studied is shaped both by the fact that they 
are being studied in a given way (procedural reactivity) and by the 
particular characteristic s and participant role of the researcher (personal 
reactivity). Reactivity is widely regarded as a potential source of error, 
as it can lead to false inferences being drawn from the data, which 
then go on to have an impact on conclusions. It is sometimes suggested 
that reactive data can only tell us how people behave when they are 
being researched! 

While the distinction between participant and non-participant observation 
may sometimes be useful, it is not entirely clear and can be misleading. 
This is because it refers not to a dichotomy but to a set of dimensions. 
These include: 

1 The extent to which, and the ways in which, the people being studied 
are aware that they are being observed. This will affect the level and 
kind of reactivity that may be involved. 

2 When a researcher takes on a role in the setting, how central that role 
is to the events being observed – in other words, the extent to which 
the researcher ’s actions influence what happens in the setting. In 
some instances, particular kinds of observation are only possible 
through playing some roles and not others. This issue has particular 
relevance to practitioner enquiry: the role of practitioner may provide 
information that would not otherwise be available, but at the same 
time it may not be possible for a practitioner to escape the effects of 
his or her formal role in the setting. 

An equally important dimension relating to observation concerns the 
degree to which observation is structured – that is, whether or not it 
involves the assignment of events to pre-identified categories (see Foster, 
1996). Generally speaking, qualitative researchers use relatively 
unstructured observation, although they do sometimes employ structured 
observation as a supplement to other sources of data. 

Unlike research that uses most kinds of documents, observation requires 
the researcher to record the data by means of field notes, audio or video 
recording. Where electronic recordings are used, these will usually 
need to be transcribed. Writing up field notes and transcribing recordings 
are time-consuming activities that must be carried out before the even 
more time-consuming activity of analysis begins. 
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‘
DVD Task 2 

including the subsection Using the DVD resources in the Study Guide 
In the Media Guide, read Section 2, ‘Data processing and analysis’, 

Allow about 2 hours activities’ which asks you to watch Section 1 of DVD 2. This introduces 
the two settings from which we have drawn data: an early years setting 
and a secondary school PSHE lesson. In the subsequent data-based 
exercises, you have a choice between these two settings as to which 
data you use. 

When you have done this, carry out Data-based Exercise 1, which is 
concerned with writing field notes. This will involve watching part of 
either Section 2 or Section 3 on DVD 2, depending on which setting you 
have chosen as your focus. You should complete this task before 
resuming work on the Study Guide. 

Interviews as a source of data 

Interviewing has long been one of the methods of data collection most 
widely used by educational researchers, and is a major source of data in 
qualitative enquiry, sometimes even the exclusive source. Interviews are 
seen to have important uses – for example: 

l They may allow us to gain a better understanding of how people see 
the world and, as a result, their reasons for acting in the way that 
they do. Relying entirely on observational data may lead researchers 
to attribute intentions, motives and perspectives on inadequate 
evidence. Indeed, they may not even be aware that they are reading 
these into what they observe in ways that could be misleading. Quite 
often an interview will reveal that an individual’s orientation is 
surprisingly different from what had been assumed, or at least is 
rather more complicated. 

l Interviews can provide access to people’s knowledge about both the 
contexts in which they act and the other people involved in them. 
Indeed, sometimes this information will be unavailable from any 
other source. For example, interviewing the people who have lived 
or worked in a place for a long time may be the only way of 
finding out what happened there in the past. Similarly, as noted 
earlier, there may be settings or events that it is simply not possible 
for a researcher to observe; here again, interviews may be an 
important source of data. 

As we have seen, qualitative researchers tend to employ relatively 
unstructured forms of interview. The sharpest contrast here is with 
survey interviews, in which, for the most part, all respondents are asked 
exactly the same questions, in the same order each time, and are 
required to select from a set of pre-specified answers, in the manner of 
a questionnaire. In qualitative interviews, informants are expected to 
reply in their own terms and usually at some length. Furthermore, while 
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qualitative researchers normally have a list of topics that they wish to 
cover, interviews vary in how the questions are formulated, which 
questions are asked and in what order. Indeed, new questions will be 
inserted at various times in order to follow up relevant matters that the 
informant has mentioned. In effect, the questions asked are often 
invitations to talk about an issue relevant to the research, although 
subsequent questions can be more directive and may even challenge 
what the interviewee has said. 

You should now carry out Data-based Exercise 2 in the Media Guide, 
which looks at how interviews can vary in terms of their structure. You 

Allow about 2 hours should complete this task before resuming work on the Study Guide. 

DVD Task 3 

Another dimension of variation in interviewing concerns the number of 
participants. Interviews may take place with just a single informant or 
with a small group. As you saw in Activity 19, Denscombe used both 
kinds of interview in his research. These two forms of interview are 
likely to involve variation in the dynamics of the interaction, and not 
least in the role played by the interviewer. This will have an impact on 
the nature of the data. There are arguments on both sides about the 
advantages and disadvantages of group interviews. A further variation is 
the focus group, where the number of participants is usually larger than 
in a group interview. 

Try listing some of the potential advantages and disadvantages of group, 
as opposed to individual, interviews. You should complete this activity 

Allow about before reading the Comment. 

Activity 26 

30 minutes 

Comment 
Advantages of group interviews include the following: 

l Group interviewing enables more people to be interviewed in the 
same time period. 

l The presence of others may stimulate interviewees to say things 
they would not otherwise have said: one informant can spark off 
comments from others. 

l Where the people being interviewed together are friends or 
colleagues, there is a sense in which group interviews can give 
an insight into the ways these people routinely behave with one 
another. 

Potential disadvantages of group interviews include the following: 
l There may be some things that are important and relevant to the 

research that informants do not feel they can divulge in front of other 
participants. 
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l Almost inevitably, in a group interview some people will talk 
much more than others, so that their views or knowledge may 
dominate. 

l The interviewer may find it difficult to keep control of the interview 
to ensure that it remains broadly relevant to the research. 

Data from interviews can be of considerable value, but is by no 
means unproblematic. It has long been recognised that informants may 
put on a front of one sort or another, and perhaps even give a quite 
misleading impression of their perspectives and actions. Equally 
important, the knowledge that they think they have about the contexts in 
which they act may be inaccurate. The response of researchers to these 
problems has usually not been to dismiss the value of interview data 
completely, but rather to insist that the validity of the inferences made 
from it must be checked, that it cannot be taken at face value. However, 
in recent times some qualitative researchers have questioned whether 
interview data can be used legitimately in either of the two ways listed 
above. In other words, they reject the idea that interview data can be 
used either as a window into the minds of informants or as a source of 
information about the social worlds in which they live. Instead, they 
argue either that interview data should be avoided entirely, or that the 
only legitimate use for such data is to examine how informants construct 
accounts of themselves and their world, in collaboration with the 
interviewer, in the interview context (see Murphy et al., 1998; Silverman, 
1997; Atkinson and Coffey, 2002). In many ways, this reflects the 
influence of constructionism. 

In the past, interview data was recorded by interviewers writing field 
notes, and this is still sometimes done today. But most qualitative 
interviews are audio-recorded (and occasionally even videoed). Of 
course, this depends on informants agreeing to the recording. Most 
people are reasonably comfortable with being audio-recorded, although 
what they say may be affected. It is not uncommon for people to add 
points or to elaborate on what they have said after the audio recorder has 
been switched off – an indication that being recorded can have reactive 
effects. 

Before they can be used, audio or video recordings usually need to be 
transcribed. This is time-consuming and there are different ways of 
doing it, which can have significant implications for the data-analysis 
process. 

You should now turn back to the Media Guide and read the instructions 
for Data-based Exercise 3, which is concerned with the process of 

DVD Task 4 

Allow about 2 hours	 transcribing audio recordings. When you have finished the exercise,

return here to continue working through the Study Guide.
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5 Forms of qualitative data analysis


It is sometimes said that qualitative data analysis is inductive or 
abductive. What both terms mean in this context is that great emphasis is 
placed on what we might call the generative function of data – that is, its 
role in generating ideas about possible answers to research questions. By 
contrast, quantitative data analysis, using structured forms of data, is 
more directly geared to hypothesis-testing, and is sometimes 
(misleadingly) labelled as ‘deductive’. However, while this difference in 
orientation certainly exists and is important, it is not clear cut. It involves 
a difference in degree of emphasis on two tasks that are essential in 
research, and there is variation in how early in the research process a 
concern with testing potential answers to the research questions arises. 

While qualitative analysis starts with relatively unstructured data, there is 
an important sense in which it involves structuring the data in terms of 
analytic categories after the point of collection. Therefore, the crucial 
difference from quantitative analysis is that the structure, or set of 
categories, that is applied is developed out of the data, rather than being 
produced by the researcher before the data is collected. Of course, 
categories or concepts are already involved in the initial research 
questions that qualitative researchers address. However, as we have seen, 
these questions do not usually define the data-collection process closely 
and may well be transformed over the course of enquiry, resulting in the 
emergence of new concepts. 

Qualitative analysis can vary considerably in character. This partly results 
from differences in what is being studied, but it also derives from 
differences in theoretical and methodological assumptions. In very broad 
terms, it is possible to distinguish between theme analysis and discourse 
analysis. 

The task in theme analysis is to identify key features (themes) relating to 
how the people being studied make sense of the world, what they find 
problematic, how they act, and so on. These themes, and the researcher’s 
understanding of them, may be developed by drawing on data from 
diverse sources – both different kinds of data (documents, observations, 
interviews) and data concerning different actors or situations. The aim is 
to develop a set of categories that capture the themes, in order to provide 
an integrated account – description or explanation – of the people and 
situations being studied: one that is expected also to apply to other, 
similar people and situations. Towards the end of the research process, 
this account may be tested by searching for contrary evidence within that 
already collected, or by collecting further data in the same or a new 
situation. 

By contrast, discourse analysis often focuses on a single text or a set of 
closely related texts (whether written documents or transcriptions of 
verbal interaction or of interviews) and is usually concerned with 
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understanding the distinctive ways in which language is used, and 
perhaps also why it is used in those ways. Here researchers may draw on 
various models, from particular kinds of linguistic analysis through to the 
sort of approach used by Foucault (see Part 1, Section 5). Many 
discourse analysts combine different approaches so as to understand the 
distinctive features of the data concerned in the best way. 

– of “parents’ evenings”’, 
Reading 15 

the discourse of home school relations: the case 
You should now read Chapter 15 in the Reader, entitled ‘Interrogating 

by Maggie MacLure. When you have done so, answer the following 
questions: 

What are the main claims that MacLure is making on the basis of 
her analysis? 

What do you see as being of value in her analysis?


Are there any criticisms you would make of it?


In what other ways could a qualitative researcher have studied

parents’ evenings?


There are no rules for carrying out qualitative data analysis, although this 
is not say that there are not better and worse ways of investigating a 
particular topic with qualitative data. The point is that judgements have 
to be made at each point about what is the best direction for the 
investigation to go. 

Allow about 3 hours 

In the Media Guide, carry out Data-based Exercise 4, which is 
concerned with qualitative analysis. This features Sections 3 and 4 of 

Allow about 3 hours DVD 1. When you have completed this exercise, return to reading the 
Study Guide here. 

DVD Task 5 

Two major weaknesses are often identified in qualitative analysis, 
especially by quantitative researchers. The first is that the findings are not 
generalisable in the way that those of quantitative research are often 
intended to be. This is a complicated issue. When you read the chapter 
by Schofield (for Reading 14), you will have seen that there are ways in 
which qualitative researchers may try to provide a basis for drawing 
more general conclusions, through how they select cases for 
investigation. It should be said, however, that there are conflicting views 
about whether qualitative work produces generalisations and, if so, how 
well these can be justified. 

Another frequent criticism of qualitative analysis is that any conclusions 
reached about ‘what causes what’ can only be speculative. It is certainly 
true that the findings about causal relationships, claimed on the basis of 
qualitative studies, often rely on quite weak evidence. However, this 
criticism is sometimes overdrawn. Comparative analysis of different cases 
may provide reasonably strong evidence for conclusions of this kind. 
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You should not conclude from these criticisms that qualitative research is 
ineffective, but rather that great care needs to be devoted to how it is 
carried out and to interpreting its findings. As you will see in Part 4, 
much the same applies to the findings of quantitative research. 

Summary of Part 3 

This part of the course should have given you an understanding of the 
guiding ideas behind qualitative research, of what it involves in practical 
terms and of what it can produce. This will provide a basis for assessing 
the validity of the findings presented by qualitative researchers – a topic 
to which we will turn later. In Part 4, however, we explore the nature of 
quantitative research in education. 
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1 Introducing quantitative research


In this part of the course, you will be looking at quantitative research – 
at the sorts of data used and at elementary forms of analysis. The aim of 
Part 4 is to provide a general introduction to the basic principles of such 
research rather than a comprehensive or very detailed guide. At the same 
time, it is essential that you have a good understanding of these 
principles so that you can interpret and assess research that draws on 
quantitative methods, or on quantitative information about educational 
issues more generally. 

In particular, the discussion will cover counting and calculating 
percentages, the issue of sampling, and the notions of physical and 
statistical control. It will be primarily concerned with statistical data that 
is already available or that is produced through questionnaire surveys or 
the use of observational schedules. It will not, for example, deal with 
examining experimental research design in any detail, or what is involved 
in content analysis (a quantitative approach to the study of documents), 
or the methodology of corpus linguistics (concerned with examining the 
frequencies with which particular words or phrases are used, either alone 
or in association with one another, in particular sets of texts). The ideas 
and techniques discussed below do, however, have wide application 
across the various fields of educational research. 

If you already have some knowledge of quantitative research methods, 
you may well find some of the discussion rather pedestrian. You should 
persevere, however, because it raises some important issues for 
consideration. If you do not have any background knowledge about 
quantitative research, do not be deterred if there are points in the 
discussion where you cannot understand what is being said. Where this 
happens, try reading the passage through again. If that does not help, 
then press on – things should become clearer later. 

Activity 27 
two months apart in 2004. As you read through each, write a brief 
Read the following extracts, taken from newspaper stories that appeared 

summary of the main points that each report is making. Then note down 
your thoughts on the following: 

How do the points made relate to one another? 

Identify any concepts you come across that might be relevant to 
quantitative research, in the sense that they are concerned with 
quantity and changes in quantity, frequency, and so on. 

You should complete the activity before reading the Comment. 

Allow about 
30 minutes 
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Top universities failing the poor 

Government accused of 
moving goalposts as gures 
reveal that efforts to attract 
students from more diverse 
backgrounds are falling short 

Lucy Ward, education 
correspondent 

s elite universities should 
aim higher in their quest to 
recruit state school pupils and 
those from the poorest 

gures published 
today indicate. 

The annual statistics on who goes 
to university and how many 
drop out reveal only a small 
increase in the proportion of 
students from state schools, up 
from 86% in 2001 02 to 87.2% 
in 2002 03, showing that the 
efforts to widen participation in 
higher education are having little 

gures also show that the 
top research universities, 
including Oxford, Cambridge and 

as well as specialist 
institutions such as the Royal 
Academy of Music, remain at the 
bottom of the league for 
recruiting students from state 
schools and low-income families, 

while the new universities and 
colleges are at the top. ... 

Although the elite institutions 
are criticised every year for 
failing to cast their nets more 
widely, this year gures paint 
an even bleaker picture of their 
performance, because there are 
higher benchmarks than in 
previous years. 

The top universities accused the 
HESA, which took over the 
publication of the gures this 
year from the university funding 
bodies, of moving the 

and introducing 
unreasonable expectations. 

s state schools 
the proportion of 

undergraduates it is supposed to 
recruit from the state sector 
was increased from 69% in 

02 to 77.2% in 2002
In Cambridge it was raised from 
68% to 76.8%. Both universities 
fell 20 percentage points below 
the new target. 

Warwick University was set a 
76% benchmark in 2001
which it exceeded the following 

only to nd its new goal 
had been set at 81.9%. 

Guardian, 30 September 2004) 

Universities meet state pupil challenge 
John Clare, education editor 

Virtually all the extra places 
created at 13 leading universities 
since Labour came to power in 
1997 have gone to state school 
pupils, a report published 
yesterday showed. 

The 13, including Oxford and 
now admit 33,575 

a year, 5,975 more 
than they did in 1997, according 
to the report by the Sutton Trust. 
Over the same period, the 
number of state school pupils 
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that they admitted rose by 5,888 
so only 87 places, or 1.4 per 
cent, went to independent school 

The result has been to increase the 
proportion of students from the 
state sector at universities under 
the heaviest Government pressure 

widen access from 61 per cent 
to 68 per cent. 

The shift was hailed as a real 
by Sir Peter Lampl, 

chairman of the Sutton Trust, 
which has spent £14 million since 
1997 encouraging pupils from 
state schools to apply to good 

Four of the 13 universities 
increased their proportion of state 
school entrants by nine percentage 
points: Birmingham to 79 per 
cent; London School of 
Economics to 66; Bristol, 
to 64 and Imperial to 63. 

Oxford increased its proportion by 
eight percentage points to 55 per 

The rest were: Durham up six 
percentage points to 68 per cent, 
Cambridge up six to 58, 
Nottingham up ve to 73, 

Edinburgh up ve to 66, 
University College London up 
three to 61, St Andrews up two 
to 62, York up one to 80 and 
Warwick up one to 78. However, 
10 of the 13 the exceptions 
York, Warwick and Birmingham 
were still signi cantly adrift of 

the Government 
imposed in September, the report 

Oxford and Cambridge, for 
example, were told that 75 per 
cent of their students should 
come from the state sector, while 
Durham and Edinburgh were set 
a target of 81 per cent. 

Sir Peter said the 
overstated the number of pupils 
with appropriate quali
and threatened to undermine the 
credibility of the benchmark 

There is a real danger that the 
universities concerned will lose 
the momentum to increase 
participation, and that the gains 
made to date will be lost,

Daily Telegraph, 2 November 

Comment 
The two headlines from the Guardian summarise some of its key points. 
The main one announces that top universities are ‘failing the poor’, in  
that they are failing to meet government targets to increase the 
proportion of students from state schools. (Note that ‘the poor’ and 
‘students from state schools’ are actually distinct categories, even 
though there is some overlap between them.) The second headline 
asserts that the universities are accusing the Government of ‘moving the 
goalposts’ – in other words, of changing the targets unreasonably. 

In the body of this report, the focus is on the publication of annual 
statistics about who goes to university. These suggest that there has 
been only a small increase in the proportion of students from state 
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schools. The report claims that this indicates that efforts to widen 
participation in higher education are having little impact. 

A further point is that the top (generally older) research universities and 
specialist institutions ‘remain at the bottom of the league for recruiting 
students from state schools and low-income families, while the new 
universities and colleges are at the top’. 

The report points out that the target proportions set by the relevant 
government body have been increased, which means that elite 
universities are even further from meeting their targets than previously. 
It notes that these universities have complained that this amounts to 
‘moving the goalposts’. 

The headline of the Daily Telegraph story is shorter and simpler: it could 
be interpreted as implying that universities now admit the required 
proportion of state pupils. 

In the body of the report, a much more specific claim is made: ‘Virtually 
all the extra places created at 13 leading universities since Labour came 
to power in 1997 have gone to state school pupils.’ The report notes 
that the result of this has been to increase the proportion of students 
from the state sector at universities from 61% to 68%, although it is 
unclear whether these figures relate to all universities – and they are at 
odds with those reported in the Guardian story. 

The report also highlights that many universities increased their 
proportions of state-educated students. At the same time, it is stated that 
ten of the ‘top’ thirteen universities are still significantly falling short of 
the new government ‘benchmarks’. It also reports criticism of those 
benchmarks or targets. 

At first sight it may seem that these two newspaper reports are 
contradictory. However, what apparent conflict there is arises in large 
part from the different measures being employed in calculating the 
performance of universities in terms of the number of state-school 
students they accept. This partly reflects the fact that the two newspaper 
accounts are drawing on two different reports about the same issue: one 
produced by the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA), the other 
by the Sutton Trust. (To properly evaluate the information provided in 
these newspaper accounts, it would be necessary to go back to the 
original reports, to take note of the functions of the organisations 
producing them, and what effects these may have had on the 
information they give.) 

Relevant quantitative concepts used in the two extracts include ‘figures’, 
‘statistics’, ‘increase’, ‘percentage increase’, ‘bottom of the league’, ‘more 
than’, ‘number’, ‘per cent/percentage’, ‘percentage points’, ‘proportion’, 
and perhaps also ‘benchmark’. One does not have to be a statistician to 
understand most of these concepts, although they do sometimes require 
careful interpretation. 
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Quantification is something that we all employ in our dealings with the 
world in everyday life: we count things, we judge them in terms of 
degree, and we use various technological devices, from rulers to clocks, 
to help us do this. We also deploy quantification in making sense of our 
own and others’ behaviour. We think about how often we go to the gym, 
pray, have sex, and so on; and we talk about how strongly we or others 
believe in various things, how effective teaching has been, how 
powerfully events have affected us, who does most work, who has more 
and less power or freedom, and so on. It is important, then, not to see 
quantification as an alien process that quantitative social scientists impose 
on human social life (see Duncan, 1984, for an elaboration of this 
argument). 

At the same time it is also true that, in the twentieth century, there was a 
huge growth in the production of quantitative data in modern societies, 
both within and outside of social science. To some extent this 
undoubtedly reflects a misplaced ‘trust in numbers’ (Porter, 1995). Some 
of the developments in education policy outlined in Part 1 involved a 
very substantial increase in the generation of quantitative data about the 
operation of educational institutions. Furthermore, most quantitative 
researchers would probably agree that the results of some attempts to 
produce quantitative data about important matters are of doubtful or even 
negative value, because the data does not accurately represent what it 
purports to capture. League tables of schools, universities and hospitals 
might be cases in point. At the same time, even most qualitative 
researchers would not deny that quantification is appropriate in relation 
to some social phenomena. At the very least, they would recognise the 
value of some demographic and economic data. 

There is an important sense in which both quantitative and qualitative 
research methods share a common base in what the psychologist and 
methodologist Donald Campbell (1988) called qualitative knowing. Both 
forms of research start from, or rely on, perceptions of the social world, 
whether the perceptions of the researcher or of others, and these 
necessarily involve personal judgements that are formulated by means of 
sociocultural or discursive resources. Indeed, ultimately, even the work of 
natural scientists, despite their use of sophisticated measurement 
technology, relies on judgement (Polanyi, 1959). However, this does not 
mean that the conclusions of scientific research are automatically 
subjective – if by ‘subjective’ we mean idiosyncratic, culturally relative 
or spurious. To reach that conclusion, we would have to assume that all 
judgement is necessarily arbitrary as regards the validity of the 
knowledge claims being made, and this does not seem a sensible 
assumption. 
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2 The rationale for quantification


As you saw in Part 3, it is fairly obvious that some questions require a 
quantitative answer. For example, in investigating how many incidents of 
bullying have occurred in a particular educational institution over the 
past year, or how many university students in the UK smoke tobacco or 
cannabis, some sort of counting has to be involved. But it is not quite so 
obvious that counting is required to answer the question of whether the 
incidence of bullying in a particular school has increased or decreased 
compared with previous years, or whether bullying occurs more 
frequently in this institution than in other comparable ones. People can 
make judgements about such matters without counting, and this is by no 
means always unreasonable. Indeed, the descriptions produced by 
qualitative researchers often involve statements about frequency that use 
terms or phrases such as ‘often’, ‘frequently’, ‘is common’, or  ‘rarely 
occurs’ (you may have noticed that this sentence does so itself). 

Make a list of the reasons why making such qualitative judgements 
about quantities might be unsatisfactory. Please complete the activity 

Allow about before reading further. 

Activity 28 

10 minutes 

One danger is that various factors can bias a researcher ’s assessments, 
thus rendering these inaccurate (see Sadler, 1981). There are well
documented tendencies here, such as being more influenced by what has 
happened recently than by what happened earlier, or overestimating the 
frequency of what in fact are quite rare but significant events. 

Another problem is that the verbal forms used for making frequency 
judgements do not always make clear what is being compared with what, 
or how inferences can be drawn from the example used to other 
examples. If someone says that the sizes of classes in mathematics at 
University X are smaller than those in University Y, this is certainly 
information that may be important (assuming that the judgements are 
sound). However, it does not say how many students there are in the 
classes at either institution, on average, nor how much smaller the classes 
are at the first university compared with the second. The difference may 
be so small as to make no difference for most purposes, or it may be 
very large. 

Similarly, even if this qualitative judgement about the difference in 
numbers is true, it could still be the case that classes at both of these 
universities are large in comparison with classes at most universities in 
the same country or with some ideal. When information is more precise 
– for example, if it tells you what the average size of the classes is – 
then you are in a better position to make these sorts of comparison 
(although there may still be problems in doing so). In short, to the extent 
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that researchers are able to count or measure the social phenomena they 
are interested in, they can be more precise in their comparisons. They 
may also be able to talk more sensibly about the degree to which things 
have changed over time. 

Activity 29 
quantitative descriptions of matters of frequency? Note down your 
Does the above discussion mean that we should always insist on 

response to this question. You should finish the activity before reading 
the Comment. 

Comment 
The unsatisfactory nature of qualitative judgements does not necessarily 
mean that researchers should always employ quantitative descriptions. 
Remember, what is involved here is not a matter of counting versus 
qualitative judgement. Counting itself involves making qualitative 
judgements about what are and are not instances of the category being 
counted. Sometimes these judgements are not straightforward or 
uncontested (the case of bullying given at the beginning of this section 
could be an example). Therefore, the contrast involved is a more 
specific one – between counting, on the one hand, and qualitative 
judgements about frequency, on the other. 

Furthermore, whether or not counting is necessary depends on how 
great the likelihood is of researchers’ qualitative judgements of frequency 
being false in a particular case. This depends, in part, on how big the 
differences are: large differences are often easily recognisable without 
counting. 

It should also be noted that there is a significant danger of false 
precision or over-precision. Figures may give the impression of being an 
accurate count when, for one reason or another, they are not. This is a 
widespread problem. It could reasonably be argued that qualitative 
judgements of frequency are better than seriously inaccurate counts, 
since the lack of precision of the former will be obvious. 

Up to now the discussion has treated quantitative data as mostly 
consisting of the frequency of particular types of event or feature. 
However, quantitative data may also involve measuring variation in 
degree in the level or amount of some property, such as the seriousness 
of an incident of bullying or the effectiveness with which those in 
authority have dealt with it. Once again, judgements about such things 
are found in qualitative research, but usually without any attempt at 
quantitative measurement. The problems of relying on such judgements 
are similar to those identified in relation to judgements about relative 
frequency, although here again the warning about false precision is 
relevant. 

Quantitative researchers seek to measure social phenomena by 
developing scales of one sort or another. One of the best known is what 
is called a Likert Scale (after its inventor, Rensis Likert). This scale is 

Allow about 
5 minutes 
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used in questionnaires where respondents are asked, for example, 
whether they ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘neither agree nor disagree’, 
‘disagree’ or ‘strongly disagree’ with some statement. The idea is that 
such a scale measures the strength as well as the direction of an attitude 
on the part of respondents. Rating scales can be used for other purposes 
than the measurement of attitudes: for example, people can be asked to 
rate their own or others’ behaviour in some respect, in terms of a scale 
that identifies different degrees of the relevant feature. 

There are considerable problems in the use of scales, but their potential 
usefulness should be obvious (see Box 10). For the most part, however, 
our focus here is the case of frequency data, in order to simplify the 
discussion. 

Box 10 

Frequency and measurement 

The discussion here relies on a distinction between frequency and 
measurement that is not always adopted in the methodological 
literature. Often, counting is labelled as a kind of measurement, 
formulated in terms of distinctions between ‘levels of measurement’. 
The lowest level is the nominal, which involves assigning instances 
to categories – in other words, counting frequencies. The next level 
of measurement is the ordinal, in which items are ranked as higher 
or lower on some scale, but without any indication of how much 
higher or lower than one another they are. Only with interval 
measurement are items located at particular points on a scale so 
that the distances between them are accurately indicated. Finally, 
some scales start from zero (ratio scales), and only these allow us 
to calculate how much one instance has a particular property 
compared with another, and thereby to use more demanding 
statistical techniques. 

For the purposes of our discussion, distinctions between counting, 
ranking and measurement (interval or ratio) are more appropriate 
than the vocabulary of levels of measurement. 

It should be clear, then, that quantitative research involves answering 
questions about frequency and degree, and does so by means of 
counting, ranking and measurement, so as to give relatively precise 
answers to these questions. It is not hard to recognise this as a desirable 
goal. However, there is disagreement over whether it is possible to 
produce quantitative data that accurately represents many of the 
phenomena with which educational research is concerned. 
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3 Sources of quantitative data


Thinking about any kind of data requires paying attention to both how it 
was produced and what it is likely to be used for – in other words, what 
inferences it is being employed to make. These two aspects should be 
considered together, since the one has implications for the other. (A 
consequence of this is that researchers need to think about how they will 
analyse their data at the same time that they are planning what data to 
collect, and how.) 

It is important to recognise the diversity of sources and forms of data 
used in quantitative research. One of these is what is sometimes referred 
to as ‘official statistics’, but would be better termed ‘available statistics’: 
numerical data produced for non-research purposes by various 
organisations and agencies, such as publicly funded bodies of various 
kinds, commercial organisations or interest groups. Of course, 
governments, in particular, generate a considerable amount of quantitative 
data. 

Instead of (or as well as) relying on available statistics, researchers 
themselves often produce quantitative data for the purposes of particular 
projects. Such data is structured at the point of collection in a form that 
allows counting and/or measurement – for example, information may be 
collected about the frequencies of various kinds of events through the use 
of an observation schedule. Similarly, psychological tests or fixed-choice 
questionnaires may be employed to measure abilities or attitudes across a 
population of people. However, it is worth pointing out that some of the 
sorts of data used by qualitative researchers, such as written documents 
and transcripts of audio or video recordings, can be subjected to 
quantitative analysis after being collected. This involves developing and 
applying a structure of categories that allows counting, ranking or 
measurement. A version of this was mentioned earlier – content analysis, 
a method usually applied to published documents. Furthermore, answers 
to free-response items on questionnaires and sections on observational 
schedules that require open description always have to be structured in 
this post hoc way if they are to be used for quantitative analysis. 

We now go on to consider some of these various sources of quantitative 
data in a little more detail, to see what they can offer, and the threats to 
validity that may be associated with them. 

Available statistics 

Quantitative data already available prior to the research is produced by 
official agencies and other organisations for their own purposes. This can 
be of various kinds: 

l Data may be generated as a normal part of the operation of 
an organisation, such as the data published by examination boards 
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on the numbers of candidates getting different grades. This data 
emerges from the elaborate processes of syllabus specification, the 
setting of question papers, the application of marking guidelines 
and monitoring, all leading up to the allocation of candidates to 
one or another category of pass or fail, and the recording of these 
figures. 

l Data can be specially collected by organisations as an adjunct to 
their work – for example, the considerable amount of statistical data 
produced by most governments about the societies they are operating 
in, which they then use as a basis for policy-making. 

l Opinion-polling data, some of it on educational topics, is now 
generated on a massive scale by commercial research organisations 
funded specially by political parties, interest groups and media 
organisations. 

l Quantitative data is produced by inspection and auditing 
organisations such as Ofsted and the National Audit Office in the UK. 

l Finally, sets of data are available from previous research studies. In 
the UK, many of these are stored in the UK Data Archive based at 
the University of Essex. 

These various kinds of data can be an important source of evidence for 
researchers. Indeed, they often provide information that either cannot 
otherwise be obtained or would be prohibitively expensive for an 
individual researcher to collect. At the same time, they by no means 
provide all of the sorts of information that are important, and there are 
some problems in using them. 

What problems do you think there could be in using available statistics 
from the kinds of source outlined above? Spend a few minutes noting 

Allow about these down. You should complete this activity before reading the 

Activity 30 

10 minutes 
Comment. 

Comment 
Several issues need to be taken into account when using available 
statistics. The first set of issues relates to the way that the data was 
generated – for example: 

l The data will not have been produced for the particular purposes of 
the research project in which it is being used. Moreover, the 
functions it was generated to serve may have shaped it in ways that 
may affect its interpretation. 

l While data is sometimes produced by organisations in order to 
provide important information that then forms the basis for decision
making, it may also be used for the purposes of self-justification or 
propaganda. Both motives may sometimes be in play. 

l The holders of various positions within an organisation may have 
different levels of commitment to producing sound data. Indeed, 
some may have a motive for systematically manipulating the data – 
for example, where their own performance is being measured. 
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Very often, organisations, including governments, do not deploy 
sufficient resources for the production of high quality information. As 
a result, there may be missing data and some error in the available 
statistics. When these are government statistics that are published 
regularly, these and other factors may lead to shifts in the mode of 
presentation (for example, in the definition of categories) and in what 
is included, which can seriously hinder the investigation of changes 
over time. 

As already indicated, how important the failings of available statistics are 
depends on what they are being used for. For example, in the case of 
examination figures, the extent to which the allocated grades accurately 
represent candidates’ relevant knowledge and skills is important in a 
study that uses such figures to assess whether or not the distribution of 
these knowledge and skills has improved over the years. However, the 
accuracy of examination results may be less important as a measure if 
the investigation is focused on how credentials awarded on the basis of 
examination results influence people’s chances of obtaining different 
sorts of occupational position. For this latter purpose, whether the 
examination figures measure the distribution of knowledge and skills 
accurately could be beside the point. Here, the distribution of credentials 
is a social fact whose consequences we are interested in studying. 

A second set of problems in using available statistics concerns the way 
that the availability of particular data can shape the course and focus of 
research in particular fields, even in terms of what research is and is not 
done. For example, in many countries, assessment scores from 
examinations and tests are broken down by gender, which allows gender 
differences in performance to be documented fairly easily. However, it is 
less common for such available statistics to include differences in 
performance according to social class or ethnicity. Potentially, this makes 
gender differences more visible than other kinds of social division, and 
may encourage more quantitative research into this kind of inequality 
than others. 

A third problem is that the categories or measurement scales used in 
available statistics may not be those that would be most useful for a 
new piece of research. For example, the category systems or scales 
usually employed to represent ethnicity and social class in available 
statistics are far from ideal for many research purposes. This is not 
simply the result of a contrast between data collected by researchers 
and data generated by organisations for other purposes. Even where 
data generated in other research projects is being reused, there is often 
a mismatch between the way the data was collected and the way that 
would have best suited the purposes of the new research. For example, 
in the case of social class, not only do occupational structures change 
over time, but so do sociologists’ views about how best to conceptualise 
and measure this dimension of social life. 

It is important to underline that these issues do not imply that available 
statistics are worthless and should never be used. The significance of the 
problems will vary considerably across different sets of statistics, and 
according to what they are being employed to do. The key point is to 
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watch for these potential problems, and to remember that numbers can 
have a beguiling tendency to lull us into an exaggerated sense of their 
likely validity. 

We now go on to look at data generated by researchers themselves. 
This can be produced in various ways: through observation, tests, 
questionnaires or structured interviews. 

Observational data 

As in qualitative research, quantitative data may be generated through 
observation, this sometimes involving a large number of observers 
collecting data in many different locales. Generally speaking, rather than 
relying on field notes or audio or video recording, researchers use an 
observation schedule on which each observer notes the occurrence of 
particular types of event. Sometimes observers do this continuously, and 
sometimes they do it using various time-sampling methods – for 
example, every ten seconds (or after some other time gap) recording the 
occurring activity in terms of the set of categories available on the 
schedule. Alternatively, they may have to record the number of 
instances of a particular category that occurs within a particular (short) 
time period. Such time-sampling is often necessary because the 
continuous recording of data is extremely difficult – perhaps even 
impossible – to do accurately where the events concerned are very 
frequent or the range of different types of events whose occurrence has 
to be recorded is large.8 

You should now try your hand at producing structured observational 
data, to get a sense of what is involved. To do this, turn to the Media 

Allow about 3 hours Guide and carry out Data-based Exercise 5. 

DVD Task 6 

Usually, the schedules used in collecting quantitative observational data 
are much more complex than the one you employed in the above DVD 
task. The following chart, adapted from Bales (1950), shows a very 
general schedule that was at one time widely used for looking at 
interactional dynamics within small groups. Many schedules used today 
are even more complex than this one. 

8 See Croll (1986) for a detailed discussion of the issues involved in this kind of structured 
observation. 
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Schedule of categories used in Bales’ interaction process analysis 

1 Shows solidarity, raises others’ status, gives help or reward: 

2 Shows tension release, jokes, laughs, shows satisfaction: 

3 Agrees, shows passive acceptance, understands, concurs, complies: 

4 Gives suggestion, direction, implying autonomy for other: 

5 Gives opinion, evaluation, analysis, expresses feeling, wish: 

6 Gives orientation, provides information, repeats, clarifies, confirms: 

7 Asks for orientation, information, repetition, confirmation: 

8 Asks for opinion, evaluation, analysis, expression of feeling: 

9 Asks for suggestion, direction, possible ways of action: 

10 Disagrees, shows passive rejection, formality, withholds help: 

11 Shows tension, asks for help, withdraws out of field: 

12 Shows antagonism, deflates others’ status, defends or asserts self: 

(Adapted from: Chart 1, Bales, 1950, p. 9) 

Thinking back to your experience of structured observation in DVD 
Task 6: 

Activity 31 

Allow about 
15 minutes What comments would you make about the use of Bales’ schedule 

(above)? 

What problems might be involved? 

How accurate do you think the data produced would be? 

You should complete this activity before reading further. 

Problems with the use of observation schedules often come about 
because of the sheer difficulty of observers sustaining attention and 
recording the data reliably. Some studies using this source of data have 
involved a considerable amount of effort in training observers, 
checking the continuing accuracy of the data recording over time, and 
monitoring comparability across observers. However, research of this 
kind does not always deploy such precautions against errors in 
recording, partly because of the considerable costs involved. This 
means that the data may be unreliable, in the everyday sense of that 
word (see Box 11). 
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Box 11 

Validity and reliability 

The terms that researchers use when talking about the quality of 
data, or of the inferences drawn from data, may also occur in non
research contexts: for example, we all may use terms like ‘validity’ 
and ‘reliability’ when we are trying to assess information in everyday 
life. However, writers on research methodology have given some of 
these terms technical meanings that you need to be aware of. At 
the same time, you will find that they are not used in entirely 
standard ways in the literature. 

Broadly speaking, the term ‘validity’ is used to refer to whether 
research accounts, in the form of data or findings, actually capture 
what it is claimed they capture. Do they correspond to the facts of 
the matter? In this sense, the meaning of ‘validity’ is the same as 
‘accuracy’ or ‘truth’. The validity of inferences is threatened by error, 
so it is common for researchers to seek to identify the various 
threats that may affect particular kinds of inference. You have 
already come across this idea on a number of occasions in the 
course – for example, in noting the potential threats to validity 
involved in qualitative judgements of frequency. 

In its everyday sense, the reliability of data or findings refers to their 
trustworthiness, whether they will bear the weight of the inferences 
that we wish to draw on the basis of them. However, quantitative 
researchers use the term in a technical sense to refer to whether 
the investigation would produce the same result if the measurement 
procedure or the whole study were carried out more than once and/ 
or by different researchers. Reliability in this technical sense is a 
standard for the production of data (for example, when carrying out 
frequency counts or applying a measurement procedure). A related 
term, ‘replication’, is usually restricted to mean the repetition of a 
whole study in order to compare the findings. 

The principle behind both reliability and replication is that, if the 
same results are produced when the process is repeated, we can 
legitimately be more confident than we were before about the 
validity of our conclusions. Because much quantitative research 
involves a large number of cases, the issue of consistency in 
collecting data (whether measurement and/or frequency counts) is 
also important, since variations in the data-collection process could 
themselves generate differences in the counts or measurements 
produced, rather than reflecting any actual differences in the 
phenomena being studied. Very often, reliability tests are carried out 
on data-collection procedures to assess the level of reliability in this 
technical sense. It is extremely rare for the results to be 100 per 
cent consistent, but a level of 80 per cent reliability would often be 
regarded as acceptable. There are statistical tests that can be used 
to help us make more sophisticated judgements about reliability 
levels, and about what is and is not acceptable. 
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Another set of problems with quantitative observational data concerns 
whether it is possible to apply the categories consistently, and the rules 
for assigning instances to them, even in principle. Sometimes the 
categories will not be very closely defined; even where they are, there 
may be many marginal cases whose proper place in the category system 
is unclear. Researchers undertaking structured observational research 
generally seek to use low-inference categories – in other words, 
categories that can be applied to instances with a minimum of contestable 
judgement on the part of the observer – in the hope of incurring only 
small elements of error and uncertainty. For example, low-inference 
categories for observing a meeting might include such things as ‘Asks a 
question’, ‘Expresses agreement’ and ‘Makes a proposal’. 

However, using such concrete categories can cause another problem, this 
time concerning the distance between the data produced and the issue 
about which the researcher is wanting to draw inferences. For example, if 
the focus was relative degrees of power in making particular kinds of 
decisions, data in terms of these low-inference categories about meetings 
would be relevant, but it would not be possible to draw strong inferences 
from, say, the number of times someone ‘makes a proposal’ to arrive at 
conclusions about their degree of power. Even if ‘number of proposals 
accepted by the meeting and included in the minutes as decisions’ was 
taken as evidence, this could still be an inaccurate indicator of degree of 
power. Some decisions may be much more important and consequential 
than others, or someone may put forward proposals on behalf of others. 
The real power may in fact lie with whoever controls what comes up for 
discussion and decision, and what does not. 

Activity 32 
schedule (above). Would you describe them as low or high inference? 
Look back at the categories listed in Bales’ interaction process analysis 

Then think of a topic that interests you which could be investigated via 
structured observation: 

What sorts of category might you use in the observational process? 

How low inference are these categories? In other words, how closely 
can they be specified so as to facilitate the reliability of the 
observation process? 

Tests, questionnaires and structured 
interviews 

Perhaps the most commonly used kind of quantitative data generated by 
educational researchers is that derived from tests, questionnaires or 
structured interviews. This kind of data faces many of the same issues 
that arise with the other types discussed so far. 

Allow about 
20 minutes 
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Activity 33 
from students on the E891 course. Complete the questions yourself, but, 
Below is an extract from a questionnaire designed to obtain feedback 

Allow about 
30 minutes 

as you do so, note down any problems you have in providing answers. 

When you have responded to all the questions, read through the 
questionnaire again. How effective do you think it would be if it were 
administered to all the students on this course as a means of informing 
future revisions of the course materials? Please complete these tasks 
before reading the Comment. 

E891 Feedback Questionnaire 

Please tick the boxes that best reflect your answers to the 
questions. 

Q1 In your work on the course up to this point, how relevant to 
your own experience and concerns have been the issues and 
examples discussed? 

Very 
relevant 

Fairly 
relevant 

Neither 
relevant nor 
irrelevant 

Not very 
relevant 

Not at all 
relevant 

Q2 How interesting have you found the issues and examples 
introduced in the course? 

Boring Not very 
interesting 

Neither 
interesting 

nor 
uninteresting 

Quite 
interesting 

Very 
interesting 

Q3 How clear have you found the course materials? 

Very clear Quite clear Not very clear Obscure 
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Q4 How difficult have you found working with the course 
materials? 

Very hard Quite hard Neither 
difficult nor 

easy 

Working with 
them has 
been quite 

easy 

Working with 
them has 
been very 

easy 

Comment 
Note: This Comment is restricted in focus to the questionnaire rather 
than to trying to guess your views about the course. It also gives more 
space to Question 1 than to the subsequent questions, since many of 
the same points apply to all of them. 

One problem with Question 1 is that it requires generalisation across 
all of the issues and examples provided in the course up to this 
point, and you may have had rather different attitudes towards each 
of them. Moreover, different respondents will go about the task of 
forming some informal generalisation about these in different ways. 
This problem is made worse by the fact that the question mentions 
both issues and examples, and your attitude to each of these 
could be different. Moreover, while the meaning of ‘examples’ may be 
clear, it is less certain that everyone would identify ‘issues’ in the 
same way. 

A slightly different problem relates to the word ‘relevant’. One of the 
points that we hope will emerge from this course is that the relevance 
of research to educational policy-making and practice can be judged 
in very different ways. Much the same is true of judging the relevance 
of the course materials to an individual’s personal ‘experience and 
concerns’. Here again, Question 1 harnesses these two things 
(experience and concerns) together as if they necessarily vary in tandem. 
Yet it is possible that the course materials will have little relevance to 
someone’s experience but be very relevant to their concerns, or vice 
versa. 

A couple of final points. First, you will note that succeeding questions 
present the options in contrasting order: the first question puts the most 
positive response (‘Very relevant’) on the left, while the second question 
puts the most negative response (‘Boring’) on the left. This alternation is 
repeated in the questions that follow. This is often done in 
questionnaires to discourage people from tending to answer all of the 
questions in a standard way, either positively or negatively. 
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Another point is specifically about Question 4, although it relates to a 
more general point about questionnaire design. This question assumes 
that the opposite of ‘difficult’ is ‘easy’, and that ‘hard’ is a synonym for 
‘difficult’. Assumptions like these do not always hold for all respondents. 

The problems identified here relate to the particular questions on 
this questionnaire, but similar problems often arise with other 
questionnaires, and it can be difficult to avoid them all in questionnaire 
construction.9 

A further problem associated with obtaining data from tests, 
questionnaires and structured interviews is that these methods are often 
aimed at capturing dispositions, such as respondents’ abilities, attitudes 
or tendencies to act in particular ways. But people’s responses to 
particular questions or test items on particular occasions within the 
research context may be different from what they would typically say or 
do in other circumstances. In other words, their responses may be 
generated by particularities of the research context, and may not apply 
more generally. Even where the responses are the product of a 
disposition, researchers will not know exactly under what conditions this 
disposition is acted on. 

Researchers constructing tests and attitude scales are often well aware of 
these problems, and employ various strategies to assess how effectively 
they are capturing the particular ability or attitude they are concerned 
with. For example, they may use several items aimed at measuring the 
same thing at different points in the test or questionnaire, and part of the 
analysis would involve assessing the level of agreement among the 
responses to these. If there is a high level of agreement, they may 
conclude that a stable disposition has been detected. If the level of 
agreement is low, then there would be a problem in drawing such a 
conclusion. However, these strategies for dealing with the problem are 
unlikely to be entirely successful, since they operate within the 
framework of the particular questionnaire or test, and yet the aim is to 
generalise beyond this. 

9 See Oppenheim (2000) for a detailed discussion of all aspects of questionnaire construction. 
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4 Quantitative data analysis


It is important to distinguish between different purposes for conducting 
quantitative, and indeed any kind of, analysis, as this affects the sort of 
conclusion a researcher is aiming to draw – or, to put it the other way 
round, the kind of question he or she is seeking to answer. In particular, 
a distinction can be made between descriptive and explanatory questions: 

l Descriptions are concerned with documenting one or more sets of 
aspects relating to one or more sets of objects – for example, some 
feature(s) of a person or situation, or of a collection of people or 
situations. 

l By contrast, explanations are concerned with identifying a causal 
process that has brought about some event, the possession of some 
property or variation in it. 

Descriptions 

Sometimes counts in a quantitative enquiry are concerned with a single 
variable – for example: 

l how many pupils were excluded, suspended or expelled from schools 
in a particular area during a specified period 

l how many instances of bullying there were in a particular 
organisation over a particular period 

l what proportion of citizens supports the Government’s education 
reforms at any one time. 

However, on other occasions, researchers are interested in comparing 
frequencies, such as the frequency of the same type of event in different 
time periods. Here, they are introducing a second variable (in this case, 
time). It is also possible to introduce a second substantive variable. For 
example, in an investigation into whether applicants from some ethnic 
groups are more likely to be accepted by universities than those from 
others, the two variables involved would be ‘accepted/not accepted for 
university’ and ‘ethnicity’. 

The situation may be even more complex for other issues. For example, 
if your focus were on bullying, you might be interested not just in 
differences in, say, who was bullied in terms of gender, ethnicity or 
social class, but also in the gender, ethnicity or social class of those who 
engaged in the bullying. This presents a larger number of variables. Of 
course, the more variables there are, other things being equal, the more 
demanding the research task. 

Researchers must meet some key requirements if they want to produce 
frequency data for the purposes of description. As we saw in Section 3, 
for counting to take place effectively, it is necessary to have in place a 
category system in which the categories are clearly differentiated from 
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one another, so that instances can be assigned to one category or another 
(and to only one category within the relevant set) with reasonable 
certainty and consistency. It is also sometimes required that a category 
system makes it possible to assign all or at least most of the instances to 
one category or another – in other words, the system should be 
exhaustive. In summary, what is needed is a clearly demarcated and 
reasonably exhaustive set of categories, and perhaps also a set of rules 
specifying the indicators that determine to which category an instance 
belongs. A research instrument of this kind cannot eliminate the role of 
qualitative judgement in assigning data to categories, but the hope is that 
it increases the chances that this is done in a consistent fashion across 
different observers or coders, and/or for the same observer or coder over 
time. Such consistency is usually treated as a prime measurement 
criterion in quantitative work. As we saw earlier, it is given the technical 
label of ‘reliability’ (see Box 11), and sometimes the reliability of 
research instruments (notably questionnaires and observation schedules) 
is assessed. 

We have noted some of the difficulties that may be faced in meeting the 
requirements outlined above. These difficulties may have the effect of 
producing data that does not capture what was intended. However, let us 
put these problems on one side and assume that we have a sound set of 
data about the frequency of some particular type of event. Once data has 
been produced for each of the relevant variables, the researcher ’s task is 
to show the frequencies and look for patterns in the data. 

Activity 34 
parent who attended university, and attending university oneself. Can 
Table 1 presents some (fictional) data about two variables – having a 

you see any pattern(s) in this data? (Spend just a few minutes on this 
part of the activity.) 

Table 1 Numbers of eighteen year olds attending and not 
attending university with at least one parent who attended 
university or with no parent who attended university 

At university Not at university Parents 

Eighteen year olds Total 

Attended university 830 670 1500 

Did not attend university 330 450 780 

Total 1160 1120 2280 

Reading a table like this for patterns is not easy, particularly since the 
row totals (1500 and 780) are so different from one another. This is one 
reason why looking at raw figures often makes comparison difficult. 
One way to make the comparison clearer is to use percentages. 

Therefore your next task is to convert the numbers in the table into 
percentages so as to allow you to compare the relative frequencies with 
which eighteen year olds with at least one parent who had attended 

Allow about 
20 minutes 
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university were at university themselves, and the frequency with which 
those without such a parent attended university. You should complete 
this task before reading the Comment. 

Comment 
Table 2 shows the percentages. You may have arrived at different 
figures; if so, don’t worry about this for the moment. 

Table 2 Percentages of eighteen year olds with and without a 
parent who attended university, who are at university or not at 
university themselves 

Parents 

Eighteen year olds Total 

At university Not at university 

Attended university 55.3 44.7 100 
(1500) 

Did not attend university 42.3 57.7 100 
(780) 

Total (1160) (1120) (2280) 

You will notice that the raw score totals (for both rows and columns) 
have been left in the percentage table (these are the figures in 
brackets). This is good practice, since it allows readers to calculate the 
original numbers even when the raw figures for each cell are not 
provided. 

The figure in the left-hand cell in the top row of Table 2 is calculated by 
dividing the number of eighteen year olds with at least one parent who 
had attended university and who are at university themselves, by the 
total number of eighteen year olds with a parent who had attended 
university. There are two steps to this. First: 

830/1500 = 0.5533 

The second step is to turn this number into a percentage through 
multiplying by 100: 

0.55336100 = 55.3% 

The percentage figure for the right-hand cell in the top row is calculated 
in a similar fashion: 

(670/1500)6100 = 44.7% 

The percentage figures for the bottom row are produced in the same 
way. 

You will notice that the figures are rounded to one decimal place. You 
may have made a different decision about rounding, in which case your 
figures will differ slightly from those given here. (As it happens, in 
Table 2 the percentages add up to 100% across the rows, but rounding 
sometimes results in their adding up to 99%. It is not uncommon to find 
this in tables, and it is not an error.) 
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You may have produced different figures because you calculated the 
percentages vertically rather than horizontally, as shown in Table 3 
below. 

Table 3 Percentages of eighteen year olds attending and not 
attending university with at least one parent who attended 
university or with no parent who attended university 

Parents 

Eighteen year olds Total 

At university Not at university 

Attended university 71.6 59.8 (1500) 

Did not attend university 28.4 40.2 (780) 

Total 100 100 (2280) 
(1160) (1120) 

There are always two directions in which to calculate percentages in any 
table, and it is important to recognise this because they tell us different 
things – a different comparison is being made. 

The starting point for Table 2 was whether or not a set of eighteen 
year olds had at least one parent who had been to university. It tells us 
the relative chances, in the cases studied, of eighteen year olds with 
and without such a parent going to university themselves. From this 
table, we might tentatively infer that eighteen year olds with at least 
one parent who had attended university have a much higher chance of 
attending university themselves than those without such a parent. 
However, in making this inference, we are moving away from a concern 
with simply describing the aggregate characteristics of the cases 
studied, and towards identifying an association between variables 
(attendance at university/having a parent who attended university) that 
might indicate a causal relationship. In short, we are starting on the 
task of explanation. We will return to this issue later. 

By contrast with Table 2, the starting point for Table 3 is whether or not 
the eighteen year olds are at university themselves. This table tells us 
what proportion of eighteen year olds attending university had a parent 
who had attended university, and the proportion who did not have such 
a parent; similarly for eighteen year olds not at university. From this 
table, we might tentatively infer that, among eighteen year olds at 
university, the great majority have at least one parent who also went to 
university. Interestingly however, (on these fictional figures) there is also 
a majority of eighteen year olds not at university with at least one parent 
who had been to university. 

Note tht it is standard practice in percentaging to set up the table (in 
terms of which variable is treated as the row variable and which the 
column variable) in such a way that percentages are calculated along the 
rows rather than down the columns. 
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If you are still in doubt about what the difference is between Tables 2 
and 3, look at them carefully again, then reread the commentary on 

Allow about them. Being able to read tables accurately is an important skill. 

Activity 35 

5 minutes 

The main purpose of discussing the data in Table 1 was to introduce the 
basic technique of percentaging. Percentages can be extremely 
illuminating, but care is required in interpreting them. A common fallacy 
in much treatment of quantitative data – for example, in the mass media 
– is that any percentage difference between two categories or groups is 
automatically taken to represent a general and caused difference. For 
example, it is often assumed that gender is a crucial causal factor just 
because there is a difference in achievement levels between males and 
females. As you will discover, this cannot be assumed. It is much harder 
to draw warranted conclusions, both about what is generally true and 
about what causes what, than is sometimes thought. 

As they stand, the above tables cannot tell us about eighteen year olds 
(and their parents) beyond those included in the study, nor can they say 
whether having a parent who went to university is a key factor in 
determining whether someone goes to university. However, there are 
ways in which quantitative researchers can set about answering such 
questions. 

We begin by looking at what is involved in drawing conclusions about 
eighteen year olds more generally, on the basis of this data. To do this, 
we need to pay attention to the way in which eighteen year olds were 
selected for inclusion in this (fictional) study. 

Sampling 

Some quantitative research investigates the whole population about 
which conclusions are to be drawn. Often, however, researchers study 
only a sample of cases in order to draw conclusions about a larger 
population to which the cases belong. This is usually done because 
investigation of the whole population would be either impossible or very 
time-consuming and expensive, and because it is believed that a sound 
description can be produced by studying a sample. Whether or not this is 
so depends, of course, on how far the sample matches the whole 
population in relevant respects. 

It should be noted that quantitative researchers vary in their approaches 
to this problem. For example, those carrying out psychological 
experiments or randomised controlled trials do not usually select the 
people included in their study in such a way as to ensure that they are 
representative in relevant respects of the larger population they want to 
make claims about – for example, all human beings, all children, all 
adults or all patients suffering from a particular illness. Whether or not 
researchers can reasonably assume representativeness depends on what is 
being studied and how much this varies within the populations 
concerned. For example, if you were studying the development of vision 
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in young children, you could reasonably assume that this would be more 
or less the same from one child to another, apart from children with an 
eyesight problem. By contrast, if you were interested in ten-year-old 
children’s attitudes towards their parents, you would expect to find 
considerable variation in many dimensions. 

One way of taking account of this sort of variability within a population 
is to draw a sample for study in such a way as to maximise the chances 
that it will be representative of that population. In principle, the simplest 
way to do this is to select the sample so that each member of the 
population has an equal chance of being included in the sample. This 
involves having a complete listing of the population and then selecting 
members of the sample randomly from this list (see Box 12). If this can 
be done, and the sample is large enough, then it is possible to calculate 
how likely it is that the sample will be representative of the population 
in most respects. 

Sampling is by no means restricted to researchers: we all engage in 
generalisation in everyday life, frequently drawing conclusions about 
some larger population of people or situations on the basis of our 
experience of only some of them. Even though we may be aware that 
we could be wrong, we also know that (up to a point) the larger the 
number of cases we have accurate information about, the less likely we 
are to be mistaken. However, statistical sampling theory can provide 
more precise guidelines about the size of sample needed, and (if certain 
conditions are met) can indicate the likelihood that any conclusion 
reached on the basis of a particular sample will be true of the whole 
population. 

Returning to the data introduced in Table 1, let us suppose that it comes 
from surveying a simple random sample of eighteen year olds within a 
particular country at a particular time, and that the size of the sample is 
big enough in statistical terms to allow for generalisation to that whole 
population. This does not mean that we can automatically conclude that 
any pattern found in the data is true of the population. Rather, what we 
can conclude is that the way the sample was drawn provides reasonably 
strong grounds for assuming that the sample is very likely to be 
representative, in general terms. In addition, there are ways to find out 
how likely it is that the sample is representative. 

Researchers may be interested in whether, for a single variable, 
the distribution of the cases within the sample is representative of the 
distribution within the population – for example, whether the proportion 
of eighteen year olds at university within the sample approximates 
closely to the proportion that attend university within the population. 
Usually, however, what quantitative researchers are interested in is 
whether a pattern (sometimes referred to as an ‘association’ or 
‘correlation’) between two variables found in the sample is also likely 
to hold for the population – for example, whether the apparently greater 
tendency for eighteen year olds with a parent who has attended 
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Box 12 

Randomisation again 

This is the second time in the course that the notion of 
randomisation has been raised (it formed part of the earlier 
discussion on randomised controlled trials in Part 1). Previously, 
you saw that the function of randomisation was to eliminate 
differences between the treatment and control groups in 
background causal factors, so that the effects of the treatment 
would become visible. The mechanism for doing this was to give 
each person involved in the trial an equal chance of being included 
in each group (treatment or control). 

While the principle behind randomisation is similar in the context of 
sampling, you need to remember that the purpose for which it is 
being used in this context is very different. Here, the concern is to 
minimise the chances that particular features found in the 
population will be over- or under-represented in the sample, thus 
trying to ensure an accurate description of the population. So the 
aim in sampling is to be descriptive and not to identify explanatory 
causal factors. 

It is worth noting that most large-scale surveys do not rely on the 
kind of simple random sampling outlined here, where every member 
of a population has an equal chance of selection. More complex 
sampling strategies, albeit involving some random selection, may be 
employed because they are cheaper, and because it is believed 
that they still have a high probability of producing a representative 
sample of the population.10 

Finally, a note about the meaning of the word ‘random’, which refers 
to a complex issue. Researchers cannot produce a random sample 
simply by selecting haphazardly, since their choices may involve a 
pattern of which they are unaware. Instead, they must try to ensure 
that the selection of members of the population for inclusion in the 
sample is entirely a matter of chance. For example, when selecting 
a sample from a population list, it is necessary to use a method that 
rules out the possibility that the sample is shaped by the order in 
which the members occur in the list (for example, they could be 
listed by area of location). If, say, every fourth or every tenth 
member of the list were chosen, this ordering in the listing could 
bias the sample. To avoid this kind of sampling bias, survey 
researchers often use tables of random numbers to determine 
which members to select from the list. (Random-number tables are 
number sequences that have been generated in such a way as to 
approximate sheer chance. Computers can also be used to produce 
such sequences.) 

See Chapter 4 of Bryman (2001) for a discussion of this topic. 10 
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university to go to university themselves is true of the whole 
population and not just of the sample studied. To answer this kind of 
question, quantitative researchers often use what are called significance 
tests.11 

Note: It is necessary to be clear about what the term ‘significance’ 
means in this context. It does not mean ‘importance’, or  ‘substantive 
significance’, but simply how likely it is that what was found in the 
sample is true of the population as a whole. 

A significance test commonly applied to frequency data is the 
chi-squared test. To apply this test, it is necessary to work from the raw 
figures in Table 1, rather than from percentages. The first step is to 
calculate what are referred to as the expected figures: these are the figures 
that would be in each cell of the table if there were no association 
between the two variables. In the case of eighteen year olds with a 
university parent, the proportions (note: proportions, not numbers) at 
university and not at university would be the same. Similarly, in the case 
of eighteen year olds without a university parent, the proportions at 
university and not at university would be the same. The expected figures 
(in brackets) are shown in Table 4. (Note that, as in Table 2, we are 
working along the rows, not down the columns.) 

Table 4 Actual and expected numbers (in brackets) of young 
people attending/not attending a university with or without a 
parent who had attended university 

Parents 

Eighteen year olds Total 

At university Not at university 

Attended university 830 670 1500 
(763.2) (736.8) 

Did not attend university 330 450 780 
(396.8) (383.2) 

Total 1160 1120 2280 

To show how these expected figures were calculated, we will take as an 
illustration the top left-hand cell of the table, where eighteen year olds 
attending university have a university parent. First, we must calculate 
the proportion of ‘eighteen year olds with a university parent’ in the 
sample: 

1500/2280 = 0.65789474 

The result of this calculation can be used to work out the proportion of 
the 1160 university students whom we could expect to have a parent 

11 The use of significance tests has long been, and continues to be, controversial: see Morrison 
and Henkel (1970) and Oakes (1986), and the articles in Psychological Science (vol. 8, no. 1, 
January 1987). 



Part 4: Quantitative method: basic principles 157 

who had gone to university, if there were no association between the 
two variables: 

0.65789474 6 1160 = 763.1578 

This figure can be rounded up to 763.2. 

The principle of calculation is the same for the other cells. What is 
crucial is that the proportion of those eighteen year olds with a university 
parent, and who are at university themselves, is the same as the 
proportion of those without such a parent: 

763.2/1500 = 396.8/780 

It is worth pointing out that only if the number of eighteen year olds at 
university and not at university in the sample were the same would the 
expected figures (not just the proportions) in each row be the same. For 
example, Table 4(a) is constructed with invented figures to show this. 

Table 4(a) Invented data designed to show that expected 
figures in each row will be the same if column totals are equal 

Parents 

Eighteen year olds Total 

At university Not at university 

Attended university 830 (760) 690 (760) 1520 

Did not attend university 330 (400) 470 (400) 800 

Total 1160 1160 2320 

In Table 4, by contrast, the expected figures for each cell in a row are 
different because the row totals are different. 

The expected figures give a sense of how close or far away the actual 
distribution within the sample is from the distribution that would be 
expected if there were no association between the variables. The 
chi-squared test, like other significance tests, is designed to tell us the 
probability that this disparity between expected and actual figures is 
produced by random error in sampling (see Box 13). 

fi

fi

fi

Box 13 

Random error in sampling 

The following thought experiment should help you understand what 
is involved in using signi cance tests like the chi-squared test. 

Assume that you draw a large number of samples, each time 
randomly, from some population about which you want to 
generalise. Doing this, you would nd that, rather than producing 
the same results every time, the samples would differ somewhat in 
the numbers that fall into each cell of the table. But they would do 
this in a predictable way. 

To illustrate the point, Table 5 provides ( ctional) data about a 
population of students, indicating assessment outcomes according 
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to gender. Of course, normally you would not have the relevant data 
about the population – the whole point of sampling is to estimate 
this. However, in this case we are working in the other direction, in 
order to illustrate the variation in results produced by sampling. 

Table 5 The relationship between gender and examination 
success in a population: assessment outcome 

Gender Pass Fail Total 

Females 3000 7000 10,000 

Males 3000 7000 10,000 

Total 6000 14,000 20,000 

Using a statistics package, it is possible to draw multiple random 
samples from this population and to compare them.12 Three of 
these are presented in Tables 5(a)–(c). 

Table 5(a) First random sample, from the population 
represented in Table 5: assessment outcome 

Gender Pass Fail Total 

Females 34 60 94 

Males 32 74 106 

Total 66 134 200 

Table 5(b) Second random sample, from the population 
represented in Table 5: assessment outcome 

Gender Pass Fail Total 

Females 34 70 104 

Males 37 59 96 

Total 71 129 200 

Table 5(c) Third random sample, from the population 
represented in Table 5: assessment outcome 

Gender Pass Fail Total 

Females 36 68 104 

Males 34 62 96 

Total 70 130 200 

Think about the following questions: 

What are the differences between male and female pass rates in 
each of these three random samples?


How do these rates compare with the pass rate in the population,

given in Table 5?


12 This data was produced using SPSS version 14. The course team is grateful to Professor Barry 
Cooper, University of Durham, for providing this data for the purposes of illustration here. 
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To make the comparisons easier, you should have calculated 
percentages to arrive at the figures set out in Table 6. This shows 
that random samples can produce figures that are somewhat 
different both from one another and from the population from which 
they are drawn. All of these samples might lead to an 
overestimation of the overall pass rate, and the first two samples 
could lead to the false conclusion that there is a gender difference 
in pass rates. 

Table 6 The relationship between gender and examination 
success in a population, expressed in percentages 

Females Males Overall 

First sample 36 30 33 

Second sample 33 38 35 

Third sample 35 35 35 

Population 30 30 30 

It should be clear from this how easy it is to be misled by sampling 
error, even when using simple random samples. 

While there will always be random error in random sampling, as in any 
kind of sampling, it is possible to estimate the chances of a sample being 
in error as a result. In estimating a population characteristic via sampling, 
we know that, if a large number of samples are drawn randomly from the 
same population, the results relating to that characteristic will usually 
correspond to a normal curve or distribution. In other words, a sketch of 
the distribution of the sample means (averages) will show most of the 
results clustered around the population mean at the peak of the curve. 
Further away from the population mean, there will be fewer sample 
means, going down to zero on each side. The mean of such a large 
number of random samples will usually be close to the mean for the 
population. Moreover, the distribution of sample means is symmetrical: it 
has a bell shape, each side being the mirror image of the other. For 
example, if a large number of samples had been randomly drawn from 
the population in Table 5, the distribution of sample means would look 
like Figure 1 (overleaf). 

The normal curve, or distribution, has important properties that hold, 
irrespective of variations in the curve’s height or spread. These properties 
enable researchers to work out the likelihood of different degrees of 
deviation on the part of samples from the population, for any population 
characteristic . Significance testing uses these properties, although, for 
technical reasons, the chi-squared test calculation relies on a differently 
shaped distribution whose properties are also known. 

So, like other significance tests, the chi-squared test is designed to show 
how likely it is that a pattern or association as large as the one found in 
the data given here was a result of random error in sampling. The phrase 
‘how likely it is’ refers to what, in more technical language, is called 
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Figure 1 Diagram of a normal curve 

probability. It is important to note that, while it is of value to know the 
probability that the pattern could have been produced by random error in 
sampling, a decision still has to be made as to how low the chance of 
error has to be before it is reasonable to say that the pattern probably 
also occurs within the population. In other words, we have to select a 
threshold, or  ‘level of significance’. It is usually suggested that this 
should be done before the chi-squared test is applied. Then, if the 
probability turns out to be greater than the threshold, we can conclude 
that the pattern found is unlikely to hold within the population. However, 
if the probability is at or lower than this threshold, then we should 
conclude that the pattern is likely to be found within the population. 

The most commonly used thresholds in social science are: 

l p 4 0.05 (i.e. the probability is less than or equal to 0.05): this 
means that, on average, a difference as large as this is likely to occur 
by chance no more than five times in every hundred samples taken 
randomly from the population 

l p 4 0.01 (i.e. the probability is less than or equal to 0.01): in other 
words, a difference as large as this is likely to occur by chance less 
than once in every hundred samples. 

So if the threshold is set at 0.05, and the probability of the pattern 
being produced by chance (as calculated by the chi-squared test) turns 
out to be less than this threshold, then we could tentatively conclude that 
a pattern in the sample has probably not been produced by sampling 
error. 

Setting a threshold in this way may seem entirely arbitrary, but it is not. 
It involves making a judgement about what is and is not reasonable 
evidence in favour of the conclusion that what occurs in the sample also 
occurs in the population. Indeed, the fact that a threshold has to be set 
makes an important point that relates to all research: that it can never 
be a matter of simply following procedures – judgement is always 
involved. What is important is that these judgements are made on 
grounds that are reasonable, and can be defended against counter
arguments. 



Part 4: Quantitative method: basic principles 161 

Your task for this activity is to use the chi-squared test on the data 
presented in Tables 1 and 4. You can do this manually using a 

Allow about calculator, or there is a link on the E891 course website to an online 

Activity 36 

30 minutes 
program that will do the calculation for you. Whichever method you 
choose, you should begin by deciding what probability threshold or 
significance level you are going to require to be met for you to conclude 
that the pattern was not a product of sampling error: this could be 0.05 
or 0.01 (or some other figure). 

What follows is a manual procedure for calculating the chi-squared result: 

Table 1 is a two-by-two table (two columns and two rows of data). Table 4 
presents the same data plus the expected figures, so that there are four 
sets of observed and expected figures. Carrying out the chi-squared test 
involves taking the following steps: 

1 Subtract the expected from the observed figure for each cell, and 
square the result (to eliminate minus signs). 

2 For each cell, divide the figure this produces by the expected figure. 

3	 Add together the results produced for each cell by these calculations; 
this gives us a measure of the overall difference between observed 
and expected figures. 

4	 Consult a ‘table of critical values for chi-squared’. This table indicates 
how often a particular deviation from what might have occurred by 
chance is likely to occur. You will need to look to see whether the 
figure produced by your calculations is above or below the critical 
value for the probability threshold or significance level you had 
selected. If it is the same or greater than the critical value, then you 
may conclude that the pattern is unlikely to have occurred by 
chance. If it is less than the critical value, then you should conclude 
that it may well be a product of sampling error. 

Now repeat the above steps 1 and 2 for the top-left cell in Table 4. The 
calculations are as follows: 

830 – 763.2 = 66.8 

Squaring this produces: 

4462.24 

Dividing this by the expected figure (763.2), the result is: 

5.8467505 

Calculate the figures for the three other cells in the same way, then add 
the results for all the cells together. 

Finally, compare the figure produced by this set of calculations with the 
critical values for chi-squared corresponding to different levels of 
probability. The table of critical values is available on the course website. 

When you have finished carrying out this procedure, either using the 
program or by manual calculation, write a sentence explaining what 
conclusion you would draw on the basis of the probability of sampling 
error in this case. 

You should complete this activity before reading the Comment. 
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Comment 
Since the probability of the pattern occurring by chance in drawing 
random samples is lower than both of the conventional thresholds, we 
can reasonably conclude that there is a strong likelihood the pattern 
would be found in the population. 

To recap this discussion on sampling: in the data provided in Tables 1 
and 2, we found a pattern in which eighteen year olds with a parent who 
had attended university were more likely to go to university themselves 
than those who did not have a parent who had gone to university. We 
were interested in assessing whether this difference was likely to be a 
product of random error in sampling – in other words, how likely it was 
to be solely a feature of the particular sample we had drawn rather than of 
the population about which we want to make claims (in this case, all the 
eighteen year olds in the country and at the time concerned). We used the 
chi-squared test to do this, which suggested that the chances of random 
error producing a difference of this size were extremely low, and below 
both of the two main thresholds typically adopted by social scientists. 

In this illustration of what is involved in quantitative analysis, we have 
simplified matters greatly. Fictional data was used so that it was possible to 
assume that it had come from a large and simple random sample of the 
population. In practice, quantitative researchers are rarely, if ever, able to 
work with such a sample. Sometimes they cannot select people from a 
population in a rigorous way at all – for example, because there is no 
complete or sufficiently accurate list of its members. In such cases, the 
statistical techniques for estimating the likelihood of error discussed above 
are not applicable, because such samples are also likely to involve what is 
called systematic error. This means that some members of the population 
will have had a greater chance of being included in the sample than others, 
and there is therefore a strong likelihood that, as a sample, they will be 
unrepresentative of the population in relevant respects. For example, if the 
focus of study were levels of education among adults involved in criminal 
activity, the most readily available source of respondents would be prison 
inmates. However, people in prison are unlikely to be entirely representative 
of the population engaged in criminal activity, in terms of level of education 
and in relation to other variables. Moreover, what is involved here could be 
a systematic bias (such as a tendency for those with higher levels 
of education to get caught much less (or more?) often than those without). 

Of course, in using non-random samples, it may be possible to check 
the representativeness of inferences made to the population. For example, 
there may be information available about the population as a whole that 
will allow comparisons to be made with the sample in at least some 
respects. In the case of the data provided here, it may be possible to 
check what proportion of eighteen year olds attends university within the 
whole population (this sort of information is sometimes available in 
official statistics), and thereby to judge how representative the sample is 
in this particular respect. If the proportions attending university within 
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the population and the sample were very different, we would have to 
infer that conclusions drawn from the sample may well be false. If the 
proportions were very close, we could be more confident about the 
representativeness of the sample – but not much more, since this check 
only indicates representativeness in relation to one feature, the proportion 
of eighteen year olds attending university. 

This discussion should have made clear the advantages of random 
sampling. In the case of our data, the fact that the sample was randomly 
drawn means that there was no systematic error, and the significance test 
result told us that the pattern discovered was unlikely to be a product of 
random error in sampling. So we could conclude with some reasonable 
confidence that the pattern would also be found within the population. Of 
course, we may still be mistaken – what is involved here is probability, 
not certainty. 

In fact, the statement made above – about there being no systematic 
error in the data – is unlikely to be true in practical terms. Can you think 

Allow about why this might be the case? Briefly note down your thoughts on this 

Activity 37 

5 minutes 
issue. You should complete this activity before reading the Comment. 

Comment 
There are several problems to highlight here: 

1	 Even if there were a list of all members of the relevant population, 
there is the likelihood of at least some error in this listing, and this 
error may even be systematic rather than random – for example, 
certain sorts of people may tend to be omitted (such as those who 
do a lot of travelling). While this may not be a major source of error, 
it is necessary to remember that population lists can vary 
considerably in accuracy. 

2	 It is highly unlikely that every eighteen year old who was randomly 
selected from the list to be included in our sample could be 
contacted. Some of the contact information would have been out of 
date or wrong. 

3	 Not all of those who were contacted would have agreed to provide 
the information required. Furthermore, there may be systematic 
differences between those who agreed and those who refused. 

The second and third problems come under the heading of what is 
referred to as ‘non-response’ – a major difficulty in social surveys. An 
80 per cent response rate would generally be judged excellent for most 
kinds of surveys. Many surveys have response rates lower than that, 
sometimes less than 50 per cent. 

Strictly speaking, any response rate less than 100 per cent means that 
the data provided is not a random sample from the population. Given 
that this is so, it could be argued that using statistical techniques that 
assume a random sample is questionable. Furthermore, as we have 
noted, it is highly likely that the people who were not contacted, or who 
refused to participate, would be different in key respects from those who 
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were contacted and who agreed to participate. This is a source of 
systematic bias. 

These problems mean that, while the sample originally drawn from the 
population was randomly selected, each member of the population 
having had an equal chance of being included in it, the sample of 
people from whom information was actually obtained was probably not a 
random sample. Some error over and above that involved in random 
sampling has been introduced, and some of this could be systematic in 
character. 

Survey researchers use a range of methods for minimising non-response 
and for estimating its effects.13 However, the problem is not easy to deal 
with. 

It is worth noting that both random and systematic error may occur in the 
recording of data as well as in sampling. However carefully data is 
recorded, some errors will always be made. For example, available 
statistics will contain errors, especially where information has been 
transcribed from multiple sources. Data obtained from structured 
observation will also contain errors, especially if observation is carried 
out under considerable pressure of time, perhaps leading to marks being 
placed in the wrong box, for example. Furthermore, the less clearly 
defined the categories are, the more scope there is for error. In addition, 
the greater the number of multiple observers that are used, the greater the 
differences there will be among them in the data they produce. Much the 
same applies to the filling in of questionnaires. As you saw in Section 3, 
researchers sometimes employ consistency or reliability tests to keep a 
check on this problem. 

Many of the errors in data recording are haphazard in character, so that 
their overall effect approximates to being random. This means that, in 
large amounts of data, they tend to cancel one another out. Other errors 
are systematic – in other words, they tend to be always in a particular 
direction. For example, in the data used here, there may have been a 
tendency for eighteen year olds with a parent who attended university to 
claim that they are at university even when they are not. The effect of 
this would be to boost the figures in the top left-hand cell in Tables 1 
and 2, and perhaps thereby to generate the pattern that was identified. 

Other sources of measurement error may also produce spurious patterns. 
For example, it could be asked what exactly ‘attendance at university’ 
means. It could mean a physical presence on campus, but it presumably 
also means that an individual was officially enrolled, and this could 
include taking part-time, distance educational courses like those provided 
by the Open University, as well as full-time ones. Does it cover both 
undergraduate and postgraduate courses? And attendance certainly does 
not necessarily mean that the person eventually obtained a qualification. 

13 This discussion ignores the fact mentioned earlier that, generally speaking, survey researchers 
do not use simple random sampling, but instead opt for forms of sampling that involve a random 
component. 
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Similarly, there are questions about what does and does not count as a 
university. In many societies, there is a good deal of variation in the kind 
of education offered across institutions that are labelled as, or that call 
themselves, universities. Such problems of interpretation may lead to 
inconsistencies in data recording, which could produce a pattern where 
none would exist if more sharply defined concepts were adopted. 

Up to now, this discussion has been primarily concerned with 
description. While ‘patterns’ or ‘associations’ or ‘differences’ in the data 
have been mentioned, we have been careful to emphasise that these 
cannot be treated as indicating causal relationships. You will find 
frequent insistence by quantitative researchers that association or 
correlation does not automatically indicate causation, and this is indeed 
true. However, there is sometimes a tendency for people to slip from 
claiming the one to claiming the other. 

We not go on to explore what is involved in developing and testing 
explanations using quantitative data. 

Explanations 

Quantitative research is often presented as starting from a hypothesis, and 
then collecting and analysing data in order to test it. However, this is not 
an entirely accurate characterisation of the way that much quantitative 
research is actually carried out. While researchers may begin not just 
with an interest in explaining a particular type of phenomenon, but also 
with ideas about what the explanation might be (with a fairly precise 
hypothesis, perhaps), they will almost always develop those ideas as the 
research progresses. Indeed, sometimes they may have to abandon or 
reformulate them in the course of the investigation. Furthermore, if 
researchers find a pattern that is different from what they expected, they 
frequently generate a plausible explanation for it. It is by no means 
always the case that such post-hoc explanations are then systematically 
tested through a new process of data collection and/or analysis. Yet this 
is necessary if we are to reach sound conclusions about them. 

There are important issues to bear in mind when testing ideas about 
causal relationships. One obvious requirement is that what is assumed to 
be the cause has occurred before the sort of event or outcome we are 
trying to explain. Therefore, whether a parent attended university in the 
past could be a causal factor determining whether an eighteen year old 
goes to university, whereas the young person’s attendance at university 
would not determine whether the parent had gone to university.14 

In fact, there is a slight problem with approaching the data in these terms. We are assuming 
that, where an eighteen year old is saying that a parent has attended university, this means that the 
parent began (and perhaps finished) at university before the young person had gone to university. 
Yet it is possible, though perhaps unlikely, that the parent had begun attending university in the 
period between the eighteen year old starting at university and the point of data collection. The 
young person would be recorded in the data as an eighteen year old with a parent at university, 
but in this case we could not reasonably hypothesise that parental attendance at university had 
caused the child’s attendance at university, because the former did not come before the latter. 

14 
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A second problem with identifying causal relationships is that there are 
usually many other factors that could plausibly produce the outcome or 
effect that researchers are interested in, besides the one that they have 
hypothesised is the cause. Given this, how do they assess whether the 
outcome, the pattern in the data, was produced by that cause? 

Activity 38 
or not people enrol at university. 
Make a list of factors or variables that you think might influence whether 

Obviously, these will differ according to social context – for example, 
across different countries. However, this does not matter for our 
purposes here: list those factors that seem likely to have an effect in the 
context with which you are most familiar. 

If you get to five factors, stop at that point. You should complete this 
activity before reading the Comment. 

Comment 
A list of factors might include: 

ability 

aspiration 

social class 

geographical location (rural or urban) 

gender. 

You may have thought of others – those suggested here are not the only 
or necessarily the most important ones. The key point is that ‘parental 
attendance at university’ – the potential causal factor for which we have 
data in Table 1 – is by no means the only variable that might reasonably 
be expected to influence whether or not someone attends university. 

To gain evidence about whether a particular type of factor causes a 
particular type of outcome, it is necessary to work at two levels. 

First, there is a need to think through how the causal relationship being 
investigated could operate – in other words, to develop a theory that 
identifies a plausible mechanism. This is important, not least because it 
will allow us to generate further hypotheses that can be subjected to 
investigation. For example, we could speculate that the reason why 
eighteen year olds with a parent who went to university might be more 
likely to go to university themselves is because it induces confidence. 
The fact that their parent attended university encourages them to believe 
that they too have the ability to gain a degree, making them more likely 
to apply and gain enrolment. We could test this assumption, if the data 
were available, by comparing eighteen year olds with parents who 
attended university, and who also gained a qualification, with those 
whose parents went to university but dropped out or failed. Our 
hypothesis would imply that (other things being equal) only the first 
group would be more likely to go to university themselves. 

Allow about 
5 minutes 
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Alternatively, it could be argued that having parents who went to 
university generates the expectation that it is normal to go there, thus 
increasing the chances of their offspring attending. If this theory is 
correct, then we could expect that (other things being equal) eighteen 
year olds with two parents who attended university would be more likely 
to go to university than those with only one parent who went there. Once 
again, if the data were available, this assumption could be tested, thereby 
checking the likelihood that the theory is correct. 

A second task in causal analysis is to find ways to control for the effects 
of other likely causal factors than those included in our theory. One 
strategy – characteristic of experimental research, including randomised 
controlled trials – is what is referred to as physical control. You will 
remember that, in the discussion on randomised controlled trials (see 
Section 1 of Part 1), the reason given for random allocation of people to 
the treatment and control groups was that, if the groups are large enough, 
this will tend to eliminate the effects of any background causal factors. On 
average, members of the two groups will be similar in their characteristics. 

Where random allocation is not possible in experimental work, an 
alternative strategy employed is matching. Here, subjects are assessed in 
terms of potentially confounding variables (in other words, those 
associated with rival explanations), and there is an attempt to ensure that 
the treatment and control groups involve a similar mix of people in terms 
of those variables. 

A parallel strategy is employed in non-experimental research, where 
physical control – in particular, physical allocation of people to treatment 
and control groups – is not possible. Where a large enough number of 
cases has been studied, it is possible to compare those cases that are 
similar in terms of particular background factors that are judged likely 
to constitute rival explanations (the confounding variables), thereby 
controlling the effects of these factors. For example, we would need to find 
out whether there would still be a difference between eighteen year olds 
with and without a parent who had attended university if we examined just 
those from the middle class and/or those from the working class. This 
would help us to judge how far the pattern might be produced by social 
class rather than by parental attendance at university. The same thing 
would need to be done for other potentially confounding variables. This 
approach is referred to as statistical control, and it is possible to control 
for several competing factors simultaneously if the data is available. 

If, after we have controlled statistically for all the variables likely to have 
affected eighteen year olds’ attendance at university, there is still a 
difference between those with and without a parent who attended a 
university, then this is evidence in favour of the causal hypothesis being 
tested – that parental attendance at university is a key factor. The size of 
the remaining difference, as a proportion of the original difference (the 
latter is often referred to as the ‘variance’), provides an estimate of the 
scale of its causal effect. In much quantitative research, it is recognised 
that any type of outcome may be produced by multiple factors, rather 
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than there being a single cause, and so the aim is to measure the relative 
contributions of those factors. Of course, if the pattern disappears once 
we have controlled for other variables, as will often be the case, then this 
suggests that the causal factor that we thought was producing the effect 
did not in fact do so. It therefore does not have the effect that it was 
theorised as having, or at least it is not having that effect in the cases 
studied. 

A spurious pattern can be produced by confounding variables in at least 
two ways. First, it may just happen that the sample studied contains 
sufficient overlap in membership between the causal variable category 
and a confounding variable category such that we may be misled about 
which variable is in operation. For example, it may be that in our 
sample, unlike in the population, a large proportion of eighteen year olds 
with at least one parent who went to university is middle class, while a 
large proportion of those without such a parent is working class. In this 
case, social class is the key factor, but the composition of the sample 
makes it look as though the cause is parental attendance at university. It 
is worth noting that, if the sample was drawn randomly and non-response 
has not introduced systematic error, this sort of overlap is unlikely in the 
absence of a causal relationship between social class and parental 
attendance at university. But the fact that it is unlikely does not mean 
that it cannot occur, and if the two conditions mentioned are not met, 
then confounding variables may well produce spurious patterns in this 
manner. 

A second way in which a spurious pattern may be produced is where 
there is a strong causal relationship between some other factor and the 
causal variable that is the focus of our explanation. For example, a 
parent’s social class may well be a crucial determinant of whether or not 
he or she went to university. If this is true, then the pattern found in 
eighteen year olds’ attendance at university may be the result of parental 
social class rather than parents’ attendance at university. Here, the 
spurious pattern is not a product of the sampling but instead reflects a 
causal process in which parental attendance at university is, at best, a 
weak mediating factor, and most of the variance can be explained by 
parental social class. Thus, when comparing eighteen year olds from the 
same social class, we may find that whether or not their parent(s) 
attended university has only a very small effect, or none at all, on 
whether or not they themselves are at university. 

You may have noticed one small problem which the discussion so far has 
overlooked, and this is that the parent’s social class at the time when 
their eighteen-year-old offspring go to university cannot cause whether or 
not they (the parent) went to university. For most parents, university 
attendance will have occurred in the past, perhaps when they were 
themselves eighteen. As we noted earlier in this section, causal 
relationships cannot operate backwards in time. So, in fact, there are at 
least two social-class variables involved: first, the parents’ original social 
class (perhaps even the social class of their parents); and, secondly, the 
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parents’ social class later in life, perhaps based on what occupation they 
were in when they had children. There may not, of course, be a perfect 
correlation between the two: some people are upwardly, or downwardly, 
socially mobile and may move from one social-class category to another 
over the course of their lives. It is important to note, too, that people’s 
social class when they become parents is not necessarily the same as 
their social class when their children become eighteen. These are some of 
the sorts of complication that researchers need to consider when they are 
controlling for the effects of social class. 

The difference between experimental and non-experimental strategies – 
or, to be more precise, between physical control involving random 
allocation and the use of matching or statistical control – has one 
important consequence. This is that, in both experimental research that 
uses matching and in non-experimental quantitative research, causal 
analysis depends on: 

l the researcher making sound judgements about what are likely rival 
explanations, and 

l the availability of accurate data relating to the factors involved in 
those explanations. 

By contrast, random allocation to treatment and control groups 
minimises, in principle, the effects of all background factors. There is no 
need to have data on these factors in order to rule them out – in fact 
there is no need even to know what these factors are. 

As this makes clear, experimentation is a powerful research method. 
However, this is not to imply that it has no limitations (see Box 14). 

Box 14 

The limitations of the experiment 

The discussion in this section shows how physical control of the 
causal variable is central to experimental method in psychological 
and educational research, as is the use of randomisation to rule out 
the effect of confounding factors. This is an extremely powerful 
method, but it does have limitations that need to be borne in mind. 

First, the use of randomisation is not guaranteed to rule out the 
effects of background factors. Indeed, experimentalists generally 
use significance tests for the purpose of assessing the chances that 
any difference they find between treatment and control groups (or 
between groups given different treatments) could have been 
produced by the failure of random allocation to eliminate differences 
between the two groups. While random allocation will produce 
groups that are fairly similar in background characteristics most of 
the time, in a small number of cases the groups generated will be 
different enough to have an effect on outcomes. If the random 
allocation of subjects to groups were to be carried out a very large 
number of times, the pattern would conform to a normal curve, with 
most of the results clustered around a peak indicating that there is 
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no difference between the groups in terms of background 
differences. This is why significance tests can indicate the likelihood 
that any difference found between the groups was generated by 
random allocation. 

Secondly, it is important to point out that random allocation does not 
operate on all confounding factors. One exception, whose potential 
significance is widely recognised by experimental researchers, is 
the expectations of the people involved in the study, and of the 
researchers themselves. This, you will remember, was the rationale 
for making randomised controlled trials double-blind (see Part 1, 
Section 1). The same technique is sometimes used in laboratory 
experiments. However, it is not always possible to use this 
technique – for example, when the nature of the ‘treatment’ cannot 
be disguised, or when disguise may be judged unethical. 

Other factors may also have a systematic effect on the outcomes of 
experimental research. For example, in the case of randomised 
controlled trials in medicine, doctors may manipulate the allocation 
of particular patients to treatment or control groups because they 
believe that the treatment would be especially beneficial (or 
especially unpleasant or even dangerous) for those people. 
Similarly, there may be differential levels of drop-out in treatment 
and control groups which also undermines the parity between them 
in terms of background factors. This is analogous to the effect of 
poor response rates (that is, failure by people contacted to agree to 
participate) on sampling in survey research. 

In the case of laboratory experiments, there is also a problem that 
involves people actually working together as groups, such as 
classes that are being subjected to different forms of pedagogy. 
Here, there may be variation in the processes of social interaction 
that develop within the groups – processes that are independent of 
the ‘treatment’. This has led to much discussion of the sense in 
which experiments are social situations, and of the methodological 
implications of this. 

Finally, you should note that the use of physical control, random 
allocation, and/or double-blind procedures tends to make the 
situations in which the people studied are acting rather unusual in 
comparison with those everyday situations that the researcher 
wishes to draw conclusions about. For instance, the findings from 
an experiment that measured people’s tolerance for boredom by 
requiring them to carry out patently meaningless tasks will not 
necessarily accurately predict their behaviour in other situations 
where they are bored. In the context of the experiment, they might 
assume that, while they cannot see the point of what they are 
doing, it must have some purpose known to the experimenter. They 
may therefore continue to participate for much longer than they 
would if they were not taking part in an experiment. Payment to 
participate may also have an effect. 
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This section has tried to provide an overview of what is involved in 
using frequency data for both descriptive and explanatory purposes. As 
we noted, quantitative researchers also use data that involves rankings or 
measurement of the degree, level or intensity of a variable. This will 
involve scales of some kind, stretching from low to high and covering 
the range that is relevant to the enquiry. The basic principles of analysis 
that employs these kinds of data are similar to those outlined in this part 
of the Study Guide. However, measurement opens up a wider range of 
statistical techniques for use, while at the same time presenting some 
additional problems. 

5 Mixing methods 

In Parts 3 and 4, qualitative and quantitative approaches to educational 
research have been treated separately, largely for the sake of 
convenience. As you saw, there is much dispute about the validity of that 
very distinction, and about the proper relationship between these two 
approaches. For some qualitative researchers, quantitative method is 
simply inappropriate for studying the social world. Others may make use 
of numerical data of one sort or another, even if they do not use highly 
structured forms of data collection or statistical analysis as a central part 
of their work. There are also a few quantitative researchers who dismiss 
qualitative work as little more than the recording of subjective 
impressions that have no value in answering important educational 
questions. But a considerable number of educational researchers today 
see qualitative and quantitative approaches – or at least the methods they 
typically employ – as complementary. Moreover, there have been 
increasing efforts to encourage the ‘mixing’, ‘combination’ or 
‘integration’ of the two approaches (see Bryman, 2004). 

Activity 39 

Allow about 
10 minutes 

Jot down your thoughts in response to the following questions: 

What do you think might be the advantages of ‘mixing’ or ‘integrating’ 
quantitative and qualitative approaches? 

Can you see any barriers to doing this? 

Can you think of any disadvantages in doing it? 

You should complete this activity before reading further. 

Comment 
Some of the virtues of mixing or integrating qualitative and quantitative 
methods may seem obvious. It is not difficult to recognise that the two 
approaches could have complementary virtues and vices: each is better 
at answering some sorts of question than others, or is more subject to 
some threats to validity and less to others. Since many educational 
issues involve a complex set of questions of varying kinds, often both 
sorts of research can be judged appropriate. If quantitative and 
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qualitative data involve different threats to validity, comparing them may 
enable researchers to arrive at more sound conclusions. 

At the same time, it is not clear that combining quantitative and 
qualitative approaches or methods is always appropriate or desirable. 
Furthermore, as we have already noted, some people, especially some 
qualitative researchers, argue that the two approaches cannot be 
combined, because they involve conflicting assumptions about the 
nature of the social world and how we can understand it, and perhaps 
also about the role that research ought to play within it. This is a 
continuing area of controversy among educational researchers. 

It should also be said that, in practical terms, mixing quantitative and 
qualitative methods is by no means straightforward. There may be 
problems in relating the different kinds of data to one another in order to 
decide what conclusion can be drawn from them. 

research ’ 
Reading 16 

on essay writing: no one way by James Hartley and Kathryn 
Read the article entitled ‘Qualitative and quantitative methods in 

Chesworth. You can find this article in the Journal of Further and Higher 
Education, 2000, vol. 24, no. 1, pp. 15–24. This journal can be accessed 
through the Open Library website. You may want to refer back to 
Reading 1 for suggestions on searching for online resources. 

As you read the article, make a list of the differences that the authors 
identify between the two studies, qualitative and quantitative, that they 
are discussing. 

In relation to the quantitative study, note down the main explanatory 
claims that the authors are making on the basis of their data. 

What variables have they controlled for? 

How successful do you think the quantitative study was in identifying 
the main factors generating the problems that students face in 
essay-writing? 

You should complete this activity before reading the Comment. 

Comment 
The authors argue that the qualitative study was ‘rich in detail’ but 
lacked important background information – for example, on the 
proportions of men and women among the students studied. At the 
same time, the quantitative study throws up inconsistencies, and does 
not provide any data that would allow these to be understood or 
resolved. 

There are quite a lot of descriptive claims made in the article – for 
example, in documenting the percentages and numbers of responses 
reporting various kinds of problem. There are also claims that are 
descriptive but which could easily be read as explanatory – for example, 
the claim that there are no gender or age differences in the responses to 
the questionnaire (p. 17). There are fewer explicitly explanatory claims. 
These would include: ‘These findings suggest that the difficulties of 

Allow about 2 hours 
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“interpretation” and “institutional failings” caused greater problems than 
did difficulties caused by “deficits”’ (p. 21). (It should be noted, however, 
that the authors raise questions about this conclusion because there is 
conflict between the data obtained from responses to questions and that 
obtained from underlining.) They also suggest that ‘the “institutional 
failings” were the greatest source of problems for our students’ (p. 22). 
This too seems to be an explanatory claim. 

The authors seek to identify which type of problem (‘deficit’, 
‘interpretation’ and ‘institutional failing’) caused most problems for the 
students in the study (although, in comparing their results with those 
from the qualitative study, they are perhaps claiming that their findings 
can be generalised to a wider, unspecified population). Incidentally, you 
may have noticed that there is an ambiguity in the word ‘most’ here. 
Does it mean ‘causes problems to most students’ or ‘causes the most 
serious problems to students’? Some of the difference between the 
questionnaire and other methods could have arisen from the fact that 
one was documenting frequency, whereas the other was concerned with 
measuring seriousness (which problems caused ‘“the greatest” difficulty’, 
p. 21). The authors controlled for the following variables: gender, and 
mature/traditional entry. 

Our brief answer to the final question is, ‘Not very’. Although the authors 
display considerable care in the analysis, and in noting contradictory 
findings, there are some serious problems in drawing strong conclusions 
from their research. One problematic area, for example, concerns how 
accurately the difficulties that students experience with essay-writing can 
be assigned to one of the three categories, and in each case to only 
one of them. There are frequently multiple causes generating any 
problem, and these often interact in ways that make it difficult to 
disentangle their effects. However, you should note that the main point 
of this article was not to present empirical findings, but to compare the 
strengths and weaknesses of qualitative and quantitative methods. 

Summary of Part 4 

This part of the course has outlined some of the key features of 
quantitative research in education, in terms of both how the data is 
produced and how it is analysed. It has only been possible to provide a 
very selective guide to quantitative research here – there is much more 
that could be said about it. However, we have sought to highlight the 
basic principles, rather than become preoccupied with what is involved in 
using particular techniques of data collection or analysis. Some important 
threats to validity have been identified, which need to be considered in 
carrying out, and in reading, quantitative educational research. 

Part 5 examines in more detail what is involved in understanding and 
assessing research findings, and other kinds of information relating to 
educational structures, practices and processes. 

n 





Part 5 

Reading and 
assessing educational 
research 

P
a
rt
 5








Part 5: Reading and assessing educational research 177 

We sometimes treat reading as a simple and straightforward skill, so that 
we talk, for example, about children ‘learning to read’ as if this involved 
their moving towards a clear end result. Yet, a little thought soon makes 
it clear that reading is not just a matter of being able to recognise words 
on the page; it also requires being able to make sense of them. Of 
course, much depends on what we are trying to read and what we 
already know. For example, it is easier to make sense of what is written 
in a tabloid newspaper (even if not always to see the point of it) than it 
is to understand many poems. Besides what is being read, the purpose 
behind reading it also makes a difference. For example, reading a novel 
for enjoyment is very different from reading it so as to identify the 
literary devices that the author is using. 

Reading research reports is a specialised activity, since it involves a 
particular kind of material and is being undertaken for distinctive 
purposes – usually, at least in part, to assess the validity of conclusions. 
Of course, purposes may vary even in the field of research. Sometimes, 
the reader is simply concerned with getting a general sense of what an 
article covers and how it approaches the topic, in which case a fairly 
superficial reading will be sufficient. This may be a good way to start, 
even when a more detailed reading will be required later. But, however 
skilled you may be at other kinds of reading, developing the ability to 
read and assess research reports usually requires learning and practice. 
Something of what is necessary was illustrated in Parts 1 and 2, when 
you read the articles by Alex Moore and Nathaniel Gage (Readings 3, 7 
and 8). The focus of Part 5, however, is on reading research reports that 
base their arguments explicitly on detailed empirical evidence in a way 
that, for the most part, those two articles did not. 

There are two tasks involved in this kind of reading: 

l understanding the message of the research report – what knowledge 
claims it is putting forward, why and on the basis of what evidence 

l assessing those knowledge claims in light of the evidence. 

1 Reading for understanding 

Clearly, the first task in reading a research report is to try to understand 
what it is about – the arguments it contains and the claims that form the 
basis for those arguments. Specifically, this means that we need to look 
for information about: 

l the research focus, and its rationale 

l the cases studied 

l the methods of data collection and analysis 

l the major claims and the evidence provided for them 

l the conclusions drawn concerning the research focus. 
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While research reports are not always organised clearly in these terms, it 
is usually possible to locate information relevant to all of them, and you 
may find it useful to organise your note-taking, or at least your 
summaries of articles, under these headings. We now go on to explore in 
a little more detail what each of them means. 

The research focus and its rationale 

The term ‘research focus’ can be used to refer to the most general set or 
type of phenomena (one or more) about which a study is drawing 
conclusions, and the aspects of those phenomena that are of particular 
interest to the researcher. Equally, the research focus can be regarded as 
the general set of questions addressed by a study. 

There are, of course, different types of question to be addressed. In 
Part 4, a distinction was made between descriptive and explanatory 
questions, but it is also possible to identify predictive, evaluative and 
prescriptive questions. Researchers do not always distinguish among 
these types of question and, as a result, they may not be clearly specified 
in research texts. However, each type places different requirements on the 
researcher in terms of the kinds of evidence needed to support it, which 
therefore has implications for the kinds of evidence that the reader should 
expect to find. These different types of question are paralleled by the 
different kinds of claim made in research reports. 

As well as the research focus, it is important that the reader looks for any 
rationale that the author is offering as to why the focus is important, and 
therefore why the conclusions that he or she is drawing may be of 
general interest. Most research reports provide an explicit statement 
setting out their focus and its assumed significance, although this is not 
always the case. Here, for example, are the opening sentences in the 
abstract of an article entitled ‘Management identities in transition: a case 
study from further education’, by Nafsika Alexiadou: 

Since the mid-1980s, Further Education has experienced 
deep transformations as the result of market driven reforms 
and the emergence of ‘new managerialism’ in the sector. The 
changes affected its governance, purpose, organisation and 
culture, and had deep influence on the relations and identities 
in the workplace. This paper explores the responses of 
managers in selected Colleges of FE in England, and their 
discursive construction of new work identities. 

(Alexiadou, 2001, p. 412) 

This quotation forms part of the initial statement outlining the focus of 
the report, giving some sense of the area of knowledge that the article is 
intended to contribute to. It also provides an indication of why the author 
believes this area of knowledge is important: major changes have taken 
place that have affected people’s lives; we need to understand how they 
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have adapted to these, and how this has shaped their sense of identity 
and their actions. Discussion of a study’s focus and its rationale usually 
occurs at the beginning of a research report, although relevant material 
may be found in any part of it. In book-length reports, the rationale for 
the research focus may amount to one or more chapters, including 
reviews of the literature identifying the gap that the study is intended 
to fill. 

Later in her article, Alexiadou provides further information about her 
research focus: 

The paper draws on research that investigated the effects of 
reforms on Further Education College cultures, and has a 
twofold purpose: it explores managers’ definitions of their 
work, and the resources they draw upon in constructing 
various ‘subject positions’. Such ‘positions’ represent both 
outcomes (of managers’ social and work experiences, 
ideological positions, current role, constituent events, 
strategies of adaptation), and processes (that reflect agency, 
identity-making, and the attempts to make sense of the 
reforms). Second, it provides insights into the power 
relations in the workplace, with particular focus on the 
subjects of ‘teachers’ and ‘students’ as they feature in 
managerial discourses. Managers are seen as active agents, 
‘authors’ of situations (Shotter, 1993), who negotiate their 
social reality within a set of economic, social, historical 
constraints. In the process of such negotiation they try to 
‘control the meaning of reality’ (Knights and Willmott, 1999: 
94) in order to attend to strategies, techniques, forms of 
knowledge and ‘rules of reason’ through which the exercise 
of power becomes operable (Knights and Vurdubakis, 1994). 

Throughout the paper I will link the different subject 
positions to the new forms of regulation in FE, as well as 
changing notions of organisational role and culture. The 
article aims to contribute to the academic debate that 
explores the effects of institutional practices of work on the 
formation of work identities, and relations of power in the 
workplace (Casey, 1995; Gleeson and Shain, 1999). 
Furthermore, it will add to an emerging critical literature in 
the area of Further Education that is still far from prolific 
(see Eliott, 1996; Ainley and Bailey, 1997; Randle and 
Brady, 1997; Kerfoot and Whitehead, 2000). 

(Alexiadou, 2001, pp. 412–13) 

As well as saying a bit more about the research focus, these paragraphs 
also tell us something about the theoretical approach that the author is 
adopting. The references to ‘discursive construction of new work 
identities’ in the abstract (p. 412), and to ‘subject positions’ in the body 
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of the article, suggest that she is using some form of discourse analysis. 
This is perhaps similar to the approach employed by Harrison et al., 
whose article you read for Reading 12. 

The cases investigated 

Some care is required when distinguishing between the focus of the 
research and the case(s) under investigation. In the discussion above, the 
research focus was defined as consisting of the most general set of 
phenomena about which a study is making claims. Usually, this will be a 
type of phenomenon or some feature of a large aggregate or population 
of cases – for example, bullying in educational institutions, strategies for 
teaching algebra, or the pedagogical styles of nurse educators in 
Scotland. On the other hand, ‘the case(s) under investigation’ refers to 
those actual phenomena specifically located in a place and time, about 
which data has been collected. 

Further on in her article, Alexiadou describes the cases she has used in 
her study: 

The fieldwork was conducted in two FE colleges (in the 
South and Midlands areas), that differed in size, type of 
provision, management structures and styles. ... The current 
article draws from 20 interviews with FE managers across 
the two Colleges included in the study; 11 ‘senior ’ 
(principals, vice-principals, heads of faculty, business 
development managers, personnel and quality assurance 
managers) and 9 ‘middle managers’ (heads of school, section 
leaders, programs managers, marketing and student services 
managers). 

(Alexiadou, 2001, p. 416) 

It is not entirely clear whether the cases for analysis that she describes 
are the FE colleges or the individual managers, and this may change over 
the course of the analysis. 

Educational research can vary considerably in the number of cases 
included in an investigation. As you saw, this was one of the common 
differences between some kinds of quantitative studies and qualitative 
research. Surveys of the distribution of attitudes or opinions, or studies 
involving structured observation, will often cover quite large numbers, 
perhaps even thousands, of cases; qualitative enquiry, on the other hand, 
usually deals with a small number of cases, sometimes only one. 

Occasionally, the research focus is restricted to the cases in the study, 
most obviously where these are of general interest. However, this kind of 
restriction may be stated even where the case under investigation seems 
of no obvious general interest. For example, in a study of classroom 
interaction in secondary schools, Hammersley (1974) explicitly limits his 
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conclusions to what occurred in a particular inner-city secondary modern 
school, in the UK, at the particular time that he was studying it. Such a 
cautious limitation of focus is surely misleading, however. After all, why 
would this study warrant publication if it did not have implications for 
some more widely relevant focus? Where such spurious restriction 
occurs, we should probably conclude that, in effect, the focus extends 
beyond the case studied but is left implicit, and we must try to identify 
what seems to be the most appropriate focus. 

Most research reports provide at least some information about the cases 
selected and the reasons for their selection. Of course, the information 
they provide could be virtually limitless, but what is needed is 
information that allows readers to judge how confidently they can draw 
conclusions about the focus of the research from findings about the 
cases studied. This is necessarily a matter of judgement, but that does 
not mean that there is not the potential to make better and worse 
judgements. 

In addition to information about the cases studied, a research account 
should also give an indication of why those cases are believed to be 
relevant to the research focus, or at least the basis on which they were 
selected. This may involve the claim that the cases are representative or 
typical of some category or population of cases; indeed, those studied 
may be a systematically selected sample from the population that is of 
interest. As you saw in Part 4, in quantitative research this selection is 
sometimes made on the basis of statistical sampling theory, so as to 
maximise the chances that the sample studied is representative and to 
provide a precise specification of the chances that it is unrepresentative. 
Often, however, an element of convenience is built into sampling 
strategies, which sometimes makes generalisation problematic. For 
example, cases may be selected from only one geographical part of a 
larger society, close to where the researchers are based, even when they 
may wish to generalise their findings to the whole of a national society. 
Later, in assessing the likely validity of the conclusions reached in a 
research enquiry, we need to take account of how cases were selected 
and what more general inferences can reasonably be drawn from 
evidence about them. 

‘ ’ 
Activity 40 

Increasing the generalizability of qualitative research by Janet W. 
Look back at the notes you made on Chapter 13 in the Reader, 

Schofield, which you read for Reading 14. You will remember that 
Schofield examines different sorts of generalisation and the strategies 
that can be used to achieve them in the context of qualitative research. 

Make a note of the different types of population she discusses, and the 
sampling strategies appropriate to them. You may want to reread 
relevant sections of the chapter in order to complete your account. 

Allow about 
30 minutes 
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Identifying the main arguments and evidence 

The central task in understanding a study is to identify its main findings 
and the evidence presented in support of them. In the discussion above, a 
distinction was made between the research focus and the case(s) under 
investigation. Here, we will make a corresponding distinction between 
the conclusions of a study, which relate to its focus, and the major claims 
it is making, which relate to the cases. Therefore, in identifying the major 
claims of a research study, we should look for those findings that refer 
specifically to the cases, and leave any findings that refer beyond them 
for later consideration as conclusions. Of course, there is often 
considerable overlap in content between a study’s major claims and its 
conclusions: what is found in the cases in the study may be generalised 
to other cases in its conclusions. The distinction between claims and 
conclusions is important, however, because assessing the validity of such 
generalisations is an additional task, over and above assessing the 
validity of the claims themselves. 

Any research report will contain a host of claims. The task of identifying 
the main ones involves detecting the structure of the account – the 
overall argument – to see which claims are central and which are 
subordinate. Usually this is not difficult, as authors will indicate, to one 
degree or another, which of the points they are making are the most 
important and how other points relate to these. Sometimes they provide 
summaries of their claims, either in the conclusion at the end of an 
article or in the concluding chapter of a book – or these conclusions may 
come earlier. The following quotation is a summary provided quite near 
the beginning of an article (Rist, 1970), relating to a classic study of the 
effects of variations in teachers’ expectations on pupils’ performance in 
the kindergarten and early grades of an inner-city school located in a 
predominantly black urban community in the United States. For the 
purposes of clarification, the points made in the summary have been 
rearranged here into separate paragraphs (in the original article they were 
presented as one paragraph): 

The argument may be succinctly stated in five propositions. 

First, the kindergarten teacher possessed a roughly 
constructed ‘ideal type’ as to what characteristics were 
necessary for any given student to achieve ‘success’ both in 
the public school and in the larger society. These 
characteristics appeared to be, in significant part, related to 
social class criteria. 

Secondly, upon first meeting her students at the beginning of 
the school year, subjective evaluations were made of the 
students as to possession or absence of the desired traits 
necessary for anticipated ‘success’. On the basis of the 
evaluation, the class was divided into groups expected to 
succeed (termed by the teacher ‘fast learners’) and those 
anticipated to fail (termed ‘slow learners’). 
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Third, differential treatment was accorded to the two groups 
in the classroom, with the group designated as ‘fast learners’ 
receiving the majority of the teaching time, reward-directed 
behaviour, and attention from the teacher. Those designated 
as ‘slow learners’ were taught infrequently, subjected to 
more frequent control-oriented behaviour, and received little 
if any supportive behaviour from the teacher. 

Fourth, the interactional patterns between the teacher and the 
various groups in her class became rigidified, taking on 
caste-like characteristics during the course of the school year, 
with the gap in completion of academic material between the 
two groups widening as the school year progressed. 

Fifth, a similar process occurred in later years of schooling, 
but the teachers no longer relied on subjectively interpreted 
data as the basis for ascertaining differences in students. 
Rather, they were able to utilize a variety of informational 
sources related to past performance as the basis for 
classroom grouping. 

(Rist, 1970, pp. 413–14) 

Such summaries are very useful in giving a sense of a study’s overall 
argument, but they should not be relied on entirely. Sometimes it will be 
found that they are inaccurate or incomplete: for example, another 
summary of Rist’s claims might include one he has omitted – that the 
pupils themselves responded differentially to the teacher ’s behaviour 
towards them in ways that reinforced the teacher’s expectations. Also, 
where he refers to two groups of children (‘fast learners’ and ‘slow 
learners’), the teachers in his study actually divided their classes into 
three groups, even though these still ranged from ‘fast’ to ‘slow’. So, 
although summaries of a research study’s main claims provided by 
authors are useful, they are no substitute for careful reading of the whole 
text. At the very least, there may be differences of emphasis between the 
summary and the actual account, and there may be important 
discrepancies. Finally, it is worth noting that authors may combine what 
have been distinguished here as claims and conclusions. 

Once the main claims of a research study have been identified, we need 
to consider what sorts of claim they are. Educational research reports 
may contain several types of claim, corresponding, in part, to the 
distinctions made earlier between the different types of research question. 
It is worth distinguishing among these types of claim because they 
require different kinds of evidence. They can be listed under three main 
headings: 

1 Definitions 

2 Factual claims 

(a) descriptions 

(b) explanations 
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3 Value claims 

(a) evaluations 

(b) prescriptions. 

Definitions 

It may seem odd to refer to definitions as claims, but it suits our 
purposes here. We can think of definitions as telling us how a particular 
term is being used in an account, and as implicitly claiming the value of 
that usage. For example, in introducing a distinction between teaching 
and survival strategies on the part of secondary school teachers, Peter 
Woods (1979) provides the following definition of ‘survival’: 

It is, in short, a survival problem. What is at risk is not only 
[the teacher ’s] physical, mental and nervous safety and well
being, but also [his or her] continuance in professional life, 
... future prospects, ... professional identity, ... way of life, ... 
status, ... self-esteem ... . 

(Woods, 1979, p. 145) 

Here, Woods is spelling out what he means when he claims that teachers 
are concerned with ‘survival’. This information is essential if we are to 
be able to assess his argument that survival is a predominant concern 
among the secondary school teachers that he studied. 

It is unlikely that a study’s central claims would be definitional. 
However, as this example from Woods shows, definitions may well form 
part of the substructure of the argument. 

Factual claims 

Factual claims are those that purport to document features of the cases 
studied by the researcher, and/or their causes and consequences. These 
claims may take several forms, but we will concentrate here on two – 
descriptions and explanations. 

Descriptions 

Descriptions are one of the most important types of claim to be found in 
research texts, since all other types, apart from definitions, depend on 
them. It is not possible to explain, predict, evaluate or prescribe 
something without describing it – or, at least, without assuming some 
description of it. 

As you saw in Part 4, Section 4, a description is a verbal or numerical 
representation of some feature(s) of a set of objects (one or more) – for 
example, of people or situations. The following extract is taken from a 
classic article by French and French (1984), dealing with gender 
imbalances in primary classrooms. It contains descriptive information – 
numerically and verbally presented – about the participation of boys and 
girls in a lesson. 
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(i) Distribution of interaction turns between boys 
and girls 

We begin the analysis with a numerical breakdown of the 
interaction turns that occurred during the lesson. ... 

Table 1 

Turns taken by teachers 81 

Turns taken by pupils as ‘chorus’ 33 

Turns taken by unidentified pupils 8 

Turns taken by boys (13 out of 29 pupils) 50 

Turns taken by girls (16 out of 29 pupils) 16 

Total 188 

Table 1 indicates that, when taken as categories, ‘boys’ took more 
turns than did ‘girls’: 50 instances of turn-taking are clearly 
attributable to boys as against only 16 to girls. When one 
considers that girls are in a (16:13) majority in the class, the 
proportions of the imbalance become all the more apparent. ... 

(ii) Detailed breakdown of interaction turns 

Table 2 

Male speakers (turns) Female speakers (turns) 

Tom 17 Marie 5 

Matthew 10 Rachel 3 

Andrew 10 Angela 2 

Simon 5 Sharon 2 

Peter 3 Anne 1 

Wayne 1 Claire 1 

Jason 1 Laura 1 

Warren 0 Rowena 1 

Thomas 0 Anna 0 

Andrew C. 0 Debbie 0 

Allan 0 Gina 0 

Martin 0 Helen 0 

Paul 0 Jenny 0 

Joanne 0 

Linda 0 

Lorraine 0 
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It is clear from Table 2 that it is not the boys generally who 
monopolize the interactional space of the lesson. Indeed, some 
boys take fewer or no more turns than most girls. The 
distributional imbalance between boys and girls is manifestly due 
to a particular, small subset of boys taking a disproportionately 
higher number of turns (Tom 17, Matthew 10, Andrew 10 and 
Simon 5). ... 

(French and French, 1984, pp. 127–8) 

It is worth noting that descriptions are always selective: they never 
include all the information that could, in principle, have been provided 
about the phenomena studied. Thus, French and French do not tell us the 
amount of time the children spent on- and off-task, what their relative 
levels of ability were, what proportion come from working-class or 
middle-class homes, and so on. What is selected should, of course, relate 
to the focus of the research, as indeed it does in this case. Moreover, 
while we want all of the relevant information, we do not want a lot of 
irrelevant information. However, determining what is and is not relevant 
is not always easy, and may even be subject to dispute. 

Explanations 

While descriptions provide an account of features belonging to a 
particular set of phenomena, explanations are concerned with why one or 
more of those features occurred and seek to show that they are the 
product of particular factors operating directly or indirectly. This can be 
illustrated by the case of a study of parents’ attitudes towards higher 
education, and their influence on whether their children applied to 
university and, if so, the kind of university they applied to (Dodgson, 
2004). The author is concerned with explaining the pattern of 
applications in terms of social-class differences among teenagers in 
north-east England. As an explanation, he points to social-class 
differences in knowledge, attitude and influence between middle- and 
working-class parents. While the author recognises the complexity of the 
causation process involved, this particular explanatory factor is 
emphasised against other possibilities such as differences in ability or 
aspiration on the part of the students, peer-group pressure or the 
influence of schoolteachers. 

Both qualitative and quantitative research are often concerned with 
developing and testing explanations, although, as we saw in Parts 3 and 
4, qualitative researchers typically give more emphasis to the former and 
quantitative researchers to the latter. An example of quantitative testing 
of a hypothesis can be found in Barry Troyna’s (1991) study of the 
allocation of students from different ethnic groups to sets (classes 
grouping together students of similar ability within a particular subject). 
The study was carried out in an English secondary school which Troyna 
calls ‘Jayleigh’. In the study, Troyna presents data showing the 
distribution of Asian and white students across mathematics sets in their 
first year at the school. He compares this with what would be expected 
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on the basis of the junior school assessments made of these children, 
claiming that there is a tendency for Asian children to be put in lower 
sets compared to white children of the same ability. In other words, he 
documents a pattern in the allocation of children to sets, and explains it 
as the product of indirect discrimination against Asian children on the 
part of the teachers making the allocations. 

Value claims 

Value claims are those claims that not only describe or explain a feature, 
but also express some view about it as good or bad in terms of one or 
more values. These claims may come in the form of either evaluations or 
prescriptions. 

Evaluations 

Evaluations involve descriptions of phenomena and perhaps some 
explanation of them, but they also claim that the things described or 
explained are good or bad in general or specific respects. There may also 
be an evaluation of the identified causes (and/or consequences) as good 
or bad, and the attribution of responsibility or blame. You may remember 
that the headlines of the two newspaper reports that you examined for 
Activity 26 in Part 4 were not just concerned with describing or 
explaining changes in the pattern of state- and independent-sector 
recruitment to ‘elite’ universities; they also evaluated the performance of 
those universities as, respectively, ‘failing poor students’ or ‘meeting the 
state pupil challenge’. 

Some educational research openly shuns evaluative intent, and is solely 
concerned with describing or explaining what is, making no claims about 
what ought to be. However, a considerable amount of educational 
research is explicitly devoted to evaluation, and it is not uncommon to 
find evaluative claims embedded in research reports that are primarily 
concerned with providing factual information. One of the problems, in 
fact, is that some of the terms used in educational research reports are 
ambiguous: they can be interpreted either as descriptive/explan atory or as 
evaluative/prescriptive. For example, when educational researchers use 
the words ‘inequality’ and ‘discrimination’, they are almost always 
concentrating on differences in performance or treatment which they and 
others regard as undesirable or unjust. Yet there are many descriptive 
inequalities that would not necessarily be regarded by most people as 
inequitable – for example, the distribution of resources unequally in order 
to meet people’s different needs. In parallel terms, this involves a form of 
discrimination that many would generally see as beneficial (Foster et al., 
2000). 

Given that evaluations necessarily imply some set of values, when we 
identify a claim as evaluative, we need to look for information about the 
content of the values on which it is based. 



188 E891 Educational Enquiry: Study Guide 

Prescriptions 

Occasionally, on the basis of their research, researchers outline some 
recommendations about the changes that ought to be made in the 
phenomena they have studied. As with evaluations, in trying to understand 
prescriptions it is necessary to identify their underlying values. 

Identifying conclusions 

Earlier, we drew a distinction between major claims and conclusions, the 
former applying to the case or cases studied, the latter going beyond 
these to deal with the focus of the study. The final step in trying to 
understand a research report, therefore, is to identify its conclusions. 
Sometimes there will be a section labelled ‘Conclusion’, but, as we saw 
earlier, authors do not always distinguish between major claims and 
conclusions. It is therefore not unusual to find both claims and 
conclusions summarised in a report’s closing sections. As an example, 
here is the final section from the article by French and French (1984) 
dealing with gender imbalance in primary classrooms. 

(iii) Policy implications 

Our suggestion here has been that gender imbalances in teacher 
attention and turn distribution among pupils may be in part 
attributable to subsets of boys engaging in strategies to secure that 
attention. Rather than attempting an exhaustive account of these 
strategies, we have provided only a broad outline of some of the 
more obvious exemplars. The analysis should be received, then, 
as a beginning, not as an end to investigation of this area. Even at 
this early stage, however, we would see the sort of approach 
adopted here as bearing relevance to those who are concerned 
about the remediation of gender imbalances at the level of 
classroom practice. 

Feminist work in pursuit of this goal has already pointed, though 
in general rather than detailed terms, to the tendency for boys to 
demand more of the teacher and hence receive more than their 
share of attention (... Spender, 1982). Whilst existing analyses 
have therefore acknowledged that pupils may play a part in the 
shaping of classroom events, rather more emphasis has, in our 
view, been placed upon teachers being socially and 
psychologically predisposed to favour boys. As we have already 
noted, we do not oppose this claim. However, we would suggest 
that the redress of imbalances in teacher attention does not 
necessarily follow from the remediation of male-biased attitudes 
in teachers, unless they also become sensitive to the interactional 
methods used by pupils in securing attention and conversational 
engagement. Although there is occasionally evidence that teachers 
are aware of pupils’ behaviour in this respect ..., it may well be 
that in a great many instances pupil strategies remain invisible to 
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them. Teachers’ immersion in the immediate concerns of ‘getting 
through’ lessons may leave them unaware of the activities 
performed by boys in monopolizing the interaction. 

This view finds support in a ... report by Spender. Even though 
she consciously tried to distribute her attention evenly between 
boys and girls when teaching a class, she nevertheless found that 
‘out of 10 taped lessons (in secondary school and college) the 
maximum time I spent interacting with girls was 42% and on 
average 38%, and the minimum time with boys was 58%. It is 
nothing short of a substantial shock to appreciate the discrepancy 
between what I thought I was doing and what I actually was 
doing’ (Spender 1982, p. 56; original emphasis). We think that 
one would be safe in assuming that Spender’s lack of success 
could not be attributed to her having a male-biased outlook. It 
seems clear to us that much would be gained from developing, in 
the context of teacher education programmes, an interaction-based 
approach to this issue which sought to increase teachers’ 
knowledge and awareness of what may be involved through the 
use of classroom recordings. 

(French and French, 1984, pp. 133–4) 

Activity 41 
French (1984). As you do so, carefully identify and note down any 
Reread the above extract – ‘(iii) Policy implications’ – from French and 

factual and value conclusions that are presented in their report. 

Comment 
French and French are claiming that there was an imbalance in 
participation in the lesson that they studied which was in favour of the 
boys, and that this was produced by attention-seeking strategies used 
by a small number of them. From this, they conclude that such 
strategies may be responsible for gender imbalance in other contexts 
(alongside other causes). On the basis of these factual conclusions, they 
recommend that teachers need to be aware of this possibility if they are 
to avoid distributing their attention unequally. Mixed up together in this 
section of their article, then, are findings about the cases studied, 
conclusions about descriptive and explanatory matters, and value claims. 
This is not uncommon. 

We will focus here on factual conclusions concerned with description and 
explanation, rather than on value conclusions. There are two ways in 
which researchers may draw general conclusions of this kind: 

1 by means of what we will call theoretical inference, developing a 
general theory 

2 by generalising the findings from the case(s) studied to a larger but 
finite population of existing cases – what we will refer to as 
empirical generalisation. 

Allow about 
20 minutes 
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Theoretical inference 

You will remember that Part 1, Section 5, identified a range of different 
meanings that could be applied to the word ‘theory’. In this context, we 
are adopting a very specific sense of the term. Here, theories are 
concerned with why one type of phenomenon tends to produce another 
(other things being equal) wherever instances of that type occur: in other 
words, theories specify the causal principles that are used in producing 
explanations. While studies concerned with such theoretical claims do, of 
course, have an interest in particular phenomena occurring in particular 
places at particular times, this interest is limited to the relevance of those 
phenomena for developing and testing theoretical claims. 

Most experimental research relies on theoretical inference in drawing 
conclusions. For example, in his research on children’s cognition, Piaget 
sought to create situations that would provide evidence from which he 
could draw conclusions about the validity or otherwise of his theoretical 
ideas. His critics have done the same. Very often, they have carried out 
experiments designed to test his theory against competing hypotheses – 
for example, that the children in his experiments simply did not 
understand properly what they were being asked to do. On this basis, 
critics have questioned the theoretical inferences that Piaget drew from 
his data (see Donaldson, 1986). 

Non-experimental research, including qualitative enquiry, may also 
rely on theoretical inferences, but often the distinction is not made 
between theoretical inference and empirical generalisation, so that it may 
not be easy to identify the grounds on which conclusions have been 
reached. 

Empirical generalisation 

Instead of using the cases studied as a basis for theoretical conclusions, 
researchers may instead seek to generalise from them to a larger 
population of existing cases that is of interest. For example, Woods 
(1979) claimed that, because the secondary school he studied was in a 
system that was undergoing comprehensivisati on, it was 

ultra-typical in a sense. Pressure was put on the teachers to 
prosecute their professional task with extra zeal; both that 
task, and the strategies which supported or cushioned it, 
were, I believe, highlighted in consequence. In turn, the 
pressures on the pupils being greater, their resources in 
coping were stretched to great limits and appeared in sharper 
relief. Thus, though the school could be said to be going 
through a transitional phase, it was one in which, I believe, 
typical processes and interrelationships were revealed, often 
in particularly vivid form. 

(Woods, 1979, pp. 8–9) 
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Woods does not tell us which larger population of schools he believes 
this school to be typical of, but we can guess that he had in 
mind secondary schools in England and Wales in, say, the 1970s and 
1980s. 

Therefore, in examining the conclusions drawn in research studies, we 
need to consider whether theoretical inference or empirical generalisation, 
or both, are involved. Conclusions based on theoretical inference require 
a clear grasp of the theory that the cases have been used to develop or 
test, and reasons for believing that those cases provide a sound basis for 
theoretical inference. Where empirical generalisation is involved, we 
must identify the larger population of cases to which the researcher is 
generalising, and the reasons why he or she believes that generalisation is 
justified. 

Read oneReading 17 of the following: 

lAllow about 4 hours Chapter 16 in the Reader, entitled ‘Labouring to learn? Industrial 
training for slow learners’ by Paul Atkinson, David Shone and Teresa 
Rees. 

l ‘A juggling act: a feminist post-structuralist analysis of girls’ and boys’ 
talk in the secondary classroom’ by Judith Baxter, which you can find 
in Gender and Education, 2002, vol. 14, no. 1, pp. 5–19. The journal 
can be accessed through the Library website. You may want to refer 
back to Reading 1 to review ways of searching for online resources. 

When you have read the article you have selected, write a brief 
description of: 

l the focus of the research 

l the information provided about the case(s) studied 

l the main sources of data used by the author(s) and how she/they 
gained access to them 

l the central claims made by the author(s) and the sorts of evidence 
offered in support of them 

l the article’s conclusions. 

Is there anything important in the article that these headings miss out? 

You will be asked to carry out an assessment of the claims and 
conclusions of this study later, in Reading 19 at the end of Part 5. 
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2 Assessing research


Understanding the argument of a research report is usually only the first 
task in reading it. It is also important to assess how well its conclusions 
are supported by evidence. However, educational researchers are not 
altogether in agreement regarding the criteria or standards by which 
educational research reports should be judged. Therefore, the views that 
are presented here would not be accepted by all researchers. 

Standards of assessment 

We suggest that educational research findings should be assessed in terms 
of just two overarching criteria – their validity and their relevance. 

Validity 

‘Validity’ in this context means truth – that is, the extent to which an 
account accurately represents the phenomena to which it refers. Few 
concepts have led to more controversy than truth. Indeed, many 
educational researchers reject this concept as inapplicable to the 
assessment of their work. One reason for this is that they believe 
(wrongly) that the use of the term ‘truth’ necessarily implies the 
possession of knowledge that is absolutely certain, proven beyond all 
possible doubt, and they think (quite rightly) that knowledge is never 
certain in this sense. Others question whether knowledge of any kind – 
and, therefore, truth – is ever achievable, for example, on the basis of 
constructionism. Moreover, ‘critical’ researchers would be more 
concerned with political goals and consequences. 

Of course, even if it is accepted that validity (interpreted as truth) is a 
feasible and legitimate criterion in assessing educational research 
findings, the question remains: on what basis can this assessment be 
carried out? The different methodological philosophies outlined in Part 2 
would give different answers to this question. Most educational 
researchers today would reject the positivist idea that there is a 
foundation of knowledge whose validity is certain, against which it is 
possible to assess research accounts. Given this, the only basis available 
is judgements about what is beyond reasonable doubt. From this point of 
view, there are three steps in assessing the validity of research claims: 

1 Assessing the plausibility of a claim – that is, whether it is likely to 
be true given our existing knowledge. Some claims will be so 
plausible that we can reasonably accept them at face value (until 
further notice) without needing to know how researchers came to 
formulate them or what evidence is offered in support of them. 
Examples would include the claims that a substantial minority of 
children worldwide never attend school, that most schools in Britain 
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are now mixed-sex, or that some religions disapprove of mixed-sex 
schooling. 

2 Assessing credibility – that is, the likely accuracy of the researcher ’s 
judgement underlying the claim, given the nature of the phenomena 
concerned, the circumstances of the research, the characteristics of the 
researcher, and so on. This involves making an assessment of the 
likely threats to validity in producing a claim, and the likely size and 
direction of those threats. Like plausibility, there are claims whose 
credibility can be reasonably accepted without further ado (unless and 
until new doubts are raised about them). 

3 Where a claim is neither sufficiently plausible nor credible to be 
accepted at face value, we will need to assess the evidence in support 
of it. Examining the evidence, however, requires employing the same 
means for assessing validity as was applied to the claim itself: that is, 
we will need to judge the plausibility and credibility of the evidence. 
Of course, further evidence may be needed to support this first set of 
evidence, which again needs to be judged in terms of its plausibility 
and credibility, and so on. This process of assessment should 
continue until the point is reached where there is either sufficient 
evidence to validate the claim in terms of plausibility or credibility, or 
until we run out of evidence – at which point any judgement about 
the validity of the original knowledge claim must be suspended. 

In many respects this process is not restricted to research, but is the basis 
on which we judge claims in everyday life. It is important to point out, 
however, that we do not engage in this process on a purely individual 
basis. As co-participants in various communal activities, we compare our 
judgements with those of others. Where there is disagreement this may 
need to be resolved, which can be done in a variety of ways – through 
discussion, the exercise of authority or power, spinning a coin, and so 
on. In a research situation, however, there is an obligation to make 
findings public and to try to resolve disagreements through rational 
discussion. Such discussion may reveal that what the researcher had been 
disposed to accept as adequately plausible or credible should in fact not 
be accepted; or it may reveal errors in the presuppositions on which 
others’ judgements were made. In this way, the research community is 
able to act as a corrective to the beliefs of individual researchers. 

In everyday life, the pressure for a decision one way or the other often 
requires us to come to a conclusion even when sufficient evidence is not 
available. By contrast, in the context of research it is usually argued that 
judgement should be suspended in order to avoid putting forward or 
accepting false knowledge claims as true. The preference in the context 
of research is to avoid this, even at the risk of initially rejecting 
knowledge claims that are true. 

Truth or validity is the first criterion, then, in the assessment of research 
accounts; but, equally important in many ways, is their relevance. 
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Relevance 

To be of value, research findings must not only be valid, they must also 
be relevant to issues of public concern or interest, whether directly or 
more remotely. Research may vary in the type of relevance it is aiming 
for. What we might call ‘practical research’ is designed to provide 
information that will almost immediately benefit some form of practice. 
David Hargreaves emphasised this kind of relevance in his critique of 
educational research, which we examined in Reading 2. By contrast, 
‘academic or disciplinary research’ is usually concerned with building up 
a body of knowledge about some issue or aspect of the world, and 
particular studies will not necessarily make a direct contribution to 
practice. At the same time, they must still address research questions that 
have some human relevance, however indirectly. 

In practical research, research reports are usually addressed to policy
makers, to a particular practitioner audience or to a more general 
audience. In academic research, reports are initially directed primarily 
towards other researchers, with the idea that they will assess the findings 
in terms of likely validity in relation to the developing body of 
knowledge in the relevant field. Whatever the intended audience, 
however, there are two aspects of relevance that need highlighting here: 

l the importance of the topic: the research topic must relate (directly or 
indirectly) to an issue that is of importance to the intended audience 

l the contribution of the conclusions to existing knowledge: the 
research findings must add something to existing knowledge of the 
issue to which they relate. Research that merely confirms what is 
already beyond reasonable doubt makes no contribution (although 
research that corroborates what was previously suspected, but not 
known, is of value). 

In these terms, research findings may connect with an important topic but 
still not be relevant since they do not contribute anything new about it. 
Conversely, research may add new knowledge but this may relate to no 
topic of any significance and will therefore still lack relevance. 
Importance and contribution are necessary and jointly sufficient 
conditions for relevance, and any set of findings must be assessed in 
terms of both – although, of course, there may be disagreements about 
this assessment. 

It is sometimes argued that the findings of educational research are 
almost always either trivial or already known. You should now read 

Allow about 2 hours Chapter 18 in the Reader, entitled ‘The obviousness of social and 
educational research results’ by Nathaniel Gage. 

Reading 18 

When you have read the chapter, consider how far, in your view, his 
argument is convincing. 
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3 Assessing validity


We have introduced the concept of validity as a standard used in 
assessing research reports, and we have outlined what is involved in 
assessing the validity of claims and conclusions. This final section in Part 
5 explores in more detail the process of doing this. 

It is rare for the major claims in research reports to be so plausible that 
they need no evidential support. One reason for this is that, if they were 
so plausible, they would carry little or no news value and would 
therefore have little relevance. In Section 2 you saw that, when faced 
with a claim that is not sufficiently plausible to be accepted, the next step 
is to assess its credibility. Here, the task is to decide whether the claim is 
of such a kind that it would have been possible for the researcher to 
make a judgement about the matter with a reasonably low chance of 
error. Deciding this involves using what is known, or what can be 
reasonably assumed, about the way the research was carried out: for 
example, asking whether the research involved the researcher ’s own 
observations, or reliance on the accounts of others, or both; and whether 
the claims are such that they seem unlikely to be subject to 
misinterpretation or bias. Again, and for much the same reason as with 
plausibility, it is rare for major claims to be sufficiently credible to be 
accepted at face value. 

As an illustration of judgements about credibility, let us consider again 
the research of Ray Rist (1970) into the effects of teachers’ expectations 
regarding children’s school performance (see Section 1). In the course of 
his study, Rist made claims about which pupils were allocated to which 
classroom groups by the kindergarten teacher he was studying. It seems 
reasonable to treat his judgement about this distribution as unlikely to be 
wrong, given that it involves a relatively simple matter of observation, 
that he observed the class regularly over a relatively long period, and that 
he seems unlikely to have been affected by bias in making this 
judgement. However, Rist also claims that the three groups of children 
received differential treatment by the teacher. It can be argued that the 
validity of this second claim should not be accepted simply on the basis 
of Rist’s presence as an observer in the situation. This is because it 
involves multiple and uncertain judgements: for example, about the 
amounts and types of attention given to pupils by the teacher over a 
lengthy period of time. Thus, while it seems reasonable to accept Rist’s 
first claim as credible on the basis of what we know about his research, 
we should not accept his second claim on the same basis – evidence is 
required to support it. 

To sum up, then: if you find that a claim is very plausible or highly 
credible, then you should be prepared to accept it without evidence until 
further notice. If you judge a claim to be neither sufficiently plausible 
nor credible, you must look for evidence from the author to support it. If 
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there is no evidence, your conclusion, in the research context, should be 
that judgement as to its validity must be suspended. If evidence is 
provided, the validity of that evidence must also be assessed in terms of 
its plausibility and credibility. Where that evidence is supported by 
further evidence, the latter may need assessing, too. 

Assessing evidence 

As you saw in Section 1, there are several types of claim and different 
sorts of evidence are appropriate to each. Let us look at each type of 
claim in turn, and the sort of evidence it requires. 

Definitions 

Definitions are not empirical claims about the world but, rather, 
statements explaining how an author is going to use a particular term, 
what meaning he or she is attaching to it. As such, definitions are not 
open to assessment in the same manner as factual claims, but this does 
not mean that they are open to no assessment at all. 

One obvious assessment to make of a definition is whether it has 
sufficient clarity for the purposes being pursued in the research study. No 
definition is required where standard usage of a term is clear enough for 
the purposes at hand. However, many concepts used in educational 
research are ambiguous or uncertain in meaning, yet they are often used 
without definition. A notorious example is ‘social class’, which can have 
very different meanings, based on discrepant theoretical assumptions. 
Another concept raising similar problems is ‘underachievement’. 

What might be the problems associated with the concept of 
‘underachievement’? Spend a few minutes noting down your thoughts on 

Allow about this question. You should complete this activity before reading the 

Activity 42 

10 minutes 
Comment. 

Comment 
One set of problems arises from the fact that judging people as 
‘underachieving’ requires the use of some standard of expected 
achievement that they have not reached. Different standards may be 
used, with discrepant results: thus someone could underachieve in 
relation to one standard and overachieve in relation to another. 

One standard would be potential. For example, intelligence tests are 
usually intended to measure potential academic achievement, yet we 
often find that people’s actual achievement is less, or greater, than that 
predicted by their intelligence test results. Of course, there is some 
disagreement over whether intelligence tests can accurately measure 
differential intellectual potential. Some argue that they omit important 
matters such as creativity and/or overemphasise particular sorts of 
ability. 
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An alternative would be to compare individuals with their peers (and 
there are different ways of judging who are their peers, which may also 
give different results). Thus we might compare someone’s examination 
achievements with those of others of the same age or ability. 

A further, rather different, problem with the concept of 
‘underachievement’ is that it may be taken to imply a particular 
explanation for a lower level of performance – for example, that those 
labelled as ‘underachieving’ are not trying hard enough, or not putting 
enough work in. In other words, there is ambiguity as to whether the 
term ‘underachievement’ is descriptive or explanatory (or even 
evaluative). 

Faced with uncertainty about the meaning of key concepts, whether or 
not definitions are provided, we need to consider two aspects of that 
meaning: intension (the concept’s relationship to other concepts) and 
extension (its relationship to instances). 

To clarify a concept’s intension, we need to identify other elements of 
the network to which it belongs. Concepts get some of their meaning by 
forming part of a set of distinctions that is hierarchically organised. For 
example, in Woods’ (1979) contrast between teaching and survival 
strategies on the part of secondary school teachers, mentioned in 
Section 1, we noted that, despite their differences, both are subtypes of a 
higher level category – teachers’ strategies. This opens up the question of 
what other types of action (if any) teachers use in the classroom besides 
strategies. Similarly, at the other end of this conceptual network, Woods 
himself identifies a variety of different sorts of survival strategy. Putting 
these two points together, we can see how the distinction between 
teaching and survival strategies forms part of a larger conceptual 
structure that can be represented diagrammatically, as shown in Figure 2. 

Figure 2 An example of a conceptual network 
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Mapping out conceptual networks of this kind makes it possible to see 
weaknesses in the formulation of key concepts. In the case of Woods’ 
study, it seems that the distinction between strategies and other forms of 
classroom action on the part of teachers might need clarification, and that 
identification of subtypes of teaching strategies could be useful. 

The second aspect of meaning, extension, concerns what would and 
would not count as instances of a category. Sometimes the problem of 
identifying instances is quite difficult. For example, Woods argues that 
survival strategies 

expand into teaching and around it, like some parasitic plant, 
and eventually in some cases the host might be completely 
killed off. However, like parasites, if they kill off the host, 
they are a failure and they must die too, for they stand 
starkly revealed for what they are. The best strategies are 
those that allow a modicum of education to seep through. 
Alternatively, they will appear as teaching, their survival 
value having a higher premium than their educational value. 

(Woods, 1979, pp. 146–7) 

Although the definition of survival is reasonably clear in its intension, its 
extension is problematic. Given that the concern with survival may 
masquerade as teaching, and that survival strategies may have 
educational value, how then is it possible to distinguish instances of the 
two? This issue may be of considerable importance in assessing the 
validity of Woods’ claims. 

Another basis on which to criticise concepts and their uses, whether or 
not definitions are provided, is their failure to make distinctions that we 
believe are important, given the goal of the research. This is illustrated in 
Jean Anyon’s (1981) report of a study of teacher–pupil relations in five 
elementary schools in the United States during the late 1970s. Discussing 
her findings in two of the schools catering primarily for working-class 
pupils, she writes: 

A dominant theme that emerged in these two schools was 
student resistance. Although some amount of resistance 
appeared in every school in this study, in the working-class 
schools it was a dominant characteristic of student– teacher 
interaction. In the fifth grades there was both active and 
passive resistance to teachers’ attempts to impose the 
curriculum. Active sabotage sometimes took place: someone 
put a bug in one student’s desk; boys fell out of their chairs; 
they misplaced books; or forgot them; they engaged in minor 
theft from each other; sometimes they rudely interrupted the 
teacher. When I asked the children during interviews why 
they did these things they said, ‘To get the teacher mad’; 
‘Because he don’t teach us nothin’’ ; ‘They give us too many 
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punishments.’ When I asked them what the teachers should 
do, they said, ‘Teach us some more’; ‘Take us alone and 
help us’; ‘Help us learn.’ 

The children also engaged in a good deal of resistance that 
was more passive. They often resisted by withholding their 
enthusiasm or attention on occasions when the teacher 
attempted to do something special. ... 

Passive resistance can also be seen on some occasions when 
the children do not respond to the teacher’s questions. For 
example, they sit just staring at the board or the teacher 
while the teacher tries to get them to say the answer, any 
answer. On one such occasion, the teacher shouted 
sarcastically across the room to me, ‘Just look at the 
motivation on their faces.’ On occasions when teachers 
finally explode with impatience because nobody ‘knows’ the 
answer, one can see fleeting smiles flicker across some of 
the students’ faces: they are pleased to see the teacher get 
angry, upset. 

(Anyon, 1981, pp. 11–12) 

‘resistance’ 
Activity 43 

in this extract? Spend a few minutes noting down what you 
Can you see any problems with how Anyon is using the concept of 

think these might be. You should complete this activity before reading 
further. 

Comment 
It has been argued, with considerable justification, that the concept of 
resistance used by Anyon is insufficiently discriminating. As Hargreaves 
comments: 

the mistake Anyon makes is to assume that acts of overt social 
protest are of the same nature as more minor transgressions, pranks 
and absences of enthusiasm ... . Almost all pupils’ actions that fall 
short of absolute and willing compliance to teachers’ demands are 
counted as resistance by her. 

(The Open University, 1984, pp. 31–2) 

Hargreaves contrasts Anyon’s usage of this concept with the more 
restricted one found among other writers on pupils’ orientations to 
school, at around the same time. They distinguished a wide range of 
pupils’ adaptations, and recognised that not all of pupils’ actions in the 
classroom are oriented primarily towards the teacher (see Furlong, 1976; 
Woods, 1979; Hammersley and Turner, 1980). It is also worth pointing 
out that there is a lack of clarity about the intension of the concept of 
‘resistance’. It could mean recalcitrance born of the experience of failure, 
at one end of the spectrum, or a political rejection of all that school 
stands for, at the other. 

Allow about 
10 minutes 
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Definitions may form an important part of research accounts. Even where 
they are absent, they may need to be reconstructed by the reader (as far 
as that is possible). While they cannot be judged in empirical terms, it is 
possible to assess their clarity and whether they make what seem to be 
necessary distinctions, given the purposes of the research. 

Descriptions 

There are two main considerations to bear in mind when looking at 
evidence for descriptions: 

l the plausibility and credibility of the evidential claims themselves 

l how convincing the relationship is between them and the descriptive 
claim they are intended to support. 

Assessing the validity of evidential claims 

The process of assessing the validity of evidence, whether it consists of 
quantitative or qualitative data, is much the same as that described above 
for assessing the validity of the major claims that are being made in a 
study. To start with, the plausibility of evidence must be assessed in 
terms of existing knowledge. If it is found to be very plausible, then it 
can be simply accepted at face value until further notice; if not, we must 
go on to assess its credibility. 

Assessing credibility includes taking account of the process by which the 
evidential claims were produced. The two basic sorts of evidence found 
in educational research are: 

l extracts from observational reports by the researcher, and 

l information provided by others, whether through documents or 
interviews. 

Let us look at the threats to validity that are typically associated with 
each of these sources of evidence. 

The first type of evidence, the researcher’s own observations, can take a 
variety of forms, including tallies of the responses of experimental 
subjects, field notes describing people’s behaviour within ‘natural’ 
settings, transcriptions of audio or video recordings, data from 
achievement, intelligence or aptitude tests, and so on. They also include 
certain kinds of interview data in which people’s responses to particular 
questions are used as a basis for interpreting their perspectives or 
attitudes, rather than being used as a source of knowledge about the 
world. 

There are three considerations to take into account when assessing 
observational reports. The first is the potential effect of the research 
process, and of the researcher, on the behaviour observed – often referred 
to as the problem of reactivity (see Part 4, Section 3). Thus, when people 
know they are being observed, they may change their behaviour – 
perhaps acting in the way they believe they are expected to, rather than 
the way they usually do. Equally important are the possible effects of the 
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researcher ’s personal and social characteristics on the behaviour 
observed. For example, the researcher ’s age, gender, social class, ‘race’ 
or professional identity, or others’ perceptions of these, may affect what 
people do and say. 

Clearly, reactivity can be a significant source of error in researchers’ 
observations. It is important, however, to remember what is at issue here. 
It is not whether the research process or the characteristics of the 
researcher have affected the observed behaviour, but rather whether they 
have affected it in respects that are relevant to the claims being made 
(and to a significant degree). Often reactive effects may be judged likely 
to have occurred but unlikely to have had a significant effect on the 
validity of the findings. 

A second consideration is the nature of what is being observed. Some 
features (such as which pupils are allocated to which group; see Rist, 
1970) are less likely to be misperceived than others (for example, the 
similarities or differences in treatment of those groups). It is not that 
some features are directly observable in a way that guarantees the 
validity of observational reports, while other features are merely inferred. 
All observations involve at least implicit or unconscious inferences, but 
some are much less likely to be erroneous than others. For example, the 
fact that a child is sitting with other members of a group in the 
classroom does not necessarily imply membership of that group – he or 
she may have been placed there as a punishment. However, over time, an 
observer should be able to recognise who is and who is not a member of 
a group, without too much chance of error. 

The third, and equally important, consideration is the features relating to 
the researcher and the circumstances in which the research was carried 
out, in so far as these have affected the validity of the researcher ’s 
observational reports. For example, it is important to bear in mind the 
sorts of constraint under which observation occurred, and the resulting 
danger of misperceiving what took place (especially when the researcher 
was simultaneously trying to record this). 

We saw in Part 3 that there are two main observational strategies, often 
referred to as structured (or systematic) and unstructured (or 
ethnographic) observation. The former involves recording events of 
predefined types that occur at particular points in time or within 
particular time intervals. Unstructured observation, by contrast, involves 
the researcher writing field notes or using audio or video recordings. As 
you saw in Part 3, these two forms of observation involve different 
potential threats to validity. Among the dangers with structured 
observation is that the predefined categories are not distinguished clearly 
enough, so that there is uncertainty in particular instances about which 
category is appropriate. There may also be relevant events that do not 
seem to fit any of the categories. Unstructured observation generally 
avoids these problems because the language available for use in the 
description is open-ended. However, there is the risk that the information 
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collected on different cases or at different times turns out not to be 
comparable. 

Quite a lot of observation in qualitative research uses audio or video 
recording, which usually provides a more accurate and detailed record 
than the use of field notes. As we have said, however, these techniques 
still do not record everything – for example, audio recordings omit non
verbal behaviour that may be very significant in understanding what is 
happening. Camera angle will make some things visible and others 
obscure or out of shot. Furthermore, both audio and video recordings 
need to be transcribed, and errors can be introduced here. Even 
transcription involves inference (Ochs, 1979; Edwards and Lampert, 
1993). 

Besides features of the research process, it is also necessary to take 
account of what is known about the researcher and the resulting potential 
for bias. Researchers may unconsciously look for examples of what they 
are interested in or what they believe to be happening, and this needs to 
be borne in mind. This is not a matter of dismissing what is claimed on 
the grounds that the researcher is probably biased; rather, it involves 
including the possibility of bias in the assessment of data, as indeed the 
researcher him/herself should have done. 

The second type of evidence, information from others, is derived from 
other people’s experience of the world, and may take the form of 
responses to interview questions or to a postal questionnaire, documents 
of various kinds (for example, the minutes of meetings), and even one 
participant’s account to another overheard by the researcher or occurring 
in an internet chatroom. The researcher may use such data in its raw 
form – for example, quoting extracts in the research report – or he or she 
may process it in various ways, such as summarising the main features in 
qualitative or quantitative terms. 

In assessing information obtained from others, all three sources of error 
identified above as operating on observers’ reports must also be 
considered. Thus, in the case of reports from witnesses of events, we 
need to take account of the possible effects of the presence and role of 
the witness on what was observed. Second, we must assess the nature of 
the phenomenon being described, and the implications of this for the 
likelihood of error. The third source of error, the reporting process itself, 
is more complex in this instance. It is important to know whether the 
account is a first-hand report, or an individual’s account of what he or 
she has heard from others about what they saw or heard. Evidence of the 
latter kind is especially problematic (it is referred to in law as ‘hearsay’), 
since we do not know what distortions may have occurred in the passage 
of information from one person to another. It should also be borne in 
mind that those who supply information are likely to rely on memory 
rather than on structured observation, field notes or audio recording, so 
that there is more scope for error in this respect too. 

So far we have considered the threats to validity that operate on 
information available to those who supply the reports, but it is also 
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necessary to consider the threats that relate to the transmission of 
information from them to the researcher. For example, in assessing data 
obtained by interview, we need to take account of the effects of the 
context in which the interview took place: for what audience, in response 
to what stimulus, with what purposes in mind, under what constraints, 
and so on, did the person provide information to the researcher? What 
threats to validity may have been operating in the researcher ’s recording 
and interpretation of the information? Furthermore, it must be 
remembered that what is made available in research reports is usually 
only selections from, or summaries of, the information provided, and is 
not the full body of information. There may be error or bias in the 
selection. 

These, then, are the sorts of consideration to bear in mind when 
assessing the validity of evidence. Equally important, however, is the 
question of the strength of the inferences from the evidence to the main 
claim. 

Assessing the relationship between the evidence and 
the claim 

Evidence may seem plausible or credible in itself, and yet the support it 
offers for the claim can be questionable. Sometimes it gives only partial 
support, at best, for the set of claims that the author is presenting. For 
example, there may be other plausible interpretations of the evidence 
which would not support the claim. Thus, in the study quoted earlier, 
French and French (1984) present information about the number of turns 
taken by girls and boys in the lesson they studied. When they draw 
conclusions from this about the differential distribution of the teacher ’s 
attention, we might reasonably ask whether the inference from evidence 
to claim is sound. Does the number of turns at talking provide a good 
measure of the distribution of the teacher ’s attention? If so, does the fact 
that the researchers were only concerned with discussions involving the 
whole class create any problems? Could it be that if they had taken 
account of informal contacts between the teacher and pupils, their 
conclusions would have been different? The answer is that it is difficult 
to know on the evidence provided, and we should probably suspend 
judgement about their conclusions as a result (Hammersley, 1990). 

In this section, we have considered the assessment of descriptions, 
suggesting that this requires examination of the plausibility and 
credibility of the claims being made, and of any evidence provided in 
their support. We emphasised that, in assessing evidence, it is necessary 
to look at both the likely validity of the evidential claims themselves and 
of the inferences made on the basis of them. 

Explanations 

As you saw in Section 1, all types of claim (except definitions) include a 
descriptive component. The first step, therefore, in assessing the validity 
of explanatory claims is to identify and assess their component 
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descriptions, whether these are explicit or implicit. To start with, we will 
explore what this involves in the case of quantitative research. 

Assessing the descriptive component 

This process can be illustrated by looking again at Troyna’s (1991) 
analysis of the allocation of white and Asian pupils to sets at Jayleigh 
school, which was mentioned in Section 1. A first step in assessing his 
analysis is to examine how effectively the central concepts have been 
operationalised – that is, how well they have been translated into specific 
forms of data. 

Activity 44 
Section 1, consider the following questions, noting down your responses: 
Looking back at the brief discussion of Barry Troyna’s (1991) study in 

What concepts needed to be operationalised in Troyna’s analysis? 

How did he operationalise them? 

Can you anticipate any problems with these operationalisations? 

Comment 
Troyna had to operationalise the following variables: set position, 
ethnicity and ability. There are few problems with his operationalisation 
of the first of these – set position. Allocation to sets was determined by 
the school, although it is possible (but not probable) that his information 
about who was in which set is seriously wrong. 

The other two variables – ethnicity and ability – are more problematic. 
You will remember that Troyna operationalises student ability on the 
basis of junior school assessments. Here, the question arises of how 
accurately these assessments measured the children’s differential 
mathematical ability. In fact, the allocation of children to sets at 
Jayleigh was made on the basis of an examination carried out by the 
teachers in the school, modified where necessary by reference to 
junior school assessments. The obvious question here is why Troyna 
should assume that these junior school assessments provide a more 
accurate measure of children’s ability than secondary school teachers’ 
judgements on the basis of both these assessments and a subsequent 
examination. 

There is a different kind of problem with Troyna’s operationalisation of 
ethnicity. This relates to his use of the global category ‘Asian’. At  
Jayleigh, this category consisted primarily of students of Bangladeshi 
and of Pakistani descent, and there is some evidence to suggest that, at 
the same time, these groups differed in their average level of 
educational performance in the British system (Kysel, 1988). As a result, 
it is possible that, had Troyna used those more precise categories, 
somewhat different results would have been produced both in terms of 
junior school assessments and of the distribution of pupils across sets. 

Allow about 
15 minutes 

One aspect of assessing the descriptive component of explanations, 
therefore, is to scrutinise the operationalisation or interpretation of the 
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variables employed. Another is to check that what needs explaining has 
been described adequately. In the case of Troyna’s research, it could be 
asked whether it is actually the case that there was a difference between 
the allocations of Asian and white children to sets at Jayleigh. The 
following discussion takes you through the process of assessing this step 
by step. 

Table 7 shows the distribution of Asian and white children across the 
sets. 

Table 7 The distribution of white and Asian students across 
sets at Jayleigh school (numbers) 

White Asian Total 

Sets A/AA 35 10 45 

Sets B/BB 35 11 46 

Sets C/CC 29 13 42 

Sets D/DD 21 10 31 

Total 120 44 164 

(Adapted from: Troyna, 1991, Table II, p. 370) 

Looking at Table 7, can you see any difference between the allocation of 
white and Asian children to sets? Write a brief explanation of how you 

Allow about arrived at your conclusion. 

Activity 45 

15 minutes 

In Table 7, the distributions of the two groups of children are different in 
the sense that there are more white students in the top two sets than the 
bottom sets, and vice versa for Asian students. However, it is not easy to 
judge the size of the differences, because the numbers of children in the 
two categories vary. As you saw in Part 4, the most commonly used 
means of overcoming this problem is percentaging. In this instance, the 
question would be whether the percentages of Asian children assigned to 
each set are different from the percentages of white children assigned to 
each set. Table 8 provides these percentages. 

Table 8 The distribution of white and Asian students across 
sets at Jayleigh school (percentages) 

Sets A/AA Sets B/BB Sets C/CC Sets D/DD Total 

Asian 22.7 25.0 29.5 22.7 99.9 
(44) 

White 29.2 29.2 24.2 17.5 100.1 
(120) 

This table is structured so that the suspected cause (ethnicity) is the row 
variable, while the outcomes (sets) are the column variable. 
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Table 8 gives a sense of the degree to which the distributions are 
different. There is a disparity of around 7% of white compared to Asian 
students in sets A/AA, and of around 4% in sets B/BB. However, care is 
required in using percentages, especially when the numbers involved are 
relatively small, as they are in this case. Percentages can make quite 
small numerical differences appear large. 

Another way of measuring the discrepancy between the two distributions 
is to calculate the number of children in each ethnic group whom we 
would expect to find in each set if they had been allocated in a way that 
is completely unrelated to ethnicity. Table 9 shows the differences 
between these ‘expected’ figures and the ‘observed’ or actual figures. The 
expected figures are produced by calculating the fractions of white and 
Asian children who must be in each set if that set is to contain the same 
proportion of white and Asian children as the whole year group. Thus, 
the number of white pupils in sets A/AA is calculated by multiplying the 
proportion of white pupils in the year group (120/164) by the number of 
all pupils in sets A/AA (45), giving the result 32.93, which we can round 
up to 33 students. 

Table 9 The distribution of Asian and white students across 
sets at Jayleigh school, comparing observed figures with 
those expected if there were no relation between ethnicity and 
set position 

Sets A/ Sets B/ Sets C/ Sets D/ Total 
AA BB CC DD 

Asian Observed 10 11 13 10 44 

Expected 12 12 11 8 

White Observed 35 35 29 21 120 

Expected 33 34 31 23 

Again, there is a disparity, with more Asian children allocated to lower 
sets than white children, proportionately speaking. However, it is also 
apparent that this involves relatively small actual numbers of children. 
Around three white children allocated to sets A/AA and B/BB would 
need to be demoted, and around three Asian children promoted, to 
produce an equal distribution in these terms. 

Having established that there is indeed a disparity that needs explaining, 
the next stage of the assessment is to look at the likely validity of the 
explanatory claim itself. 

Testing the explanatory component 

There are two aspects to the process of testing the explanatory claim. 
First, all explanations involve theoretical assumptions, and it is necessary 
to assess the validity of these. Second, it must be shown that the 
explanation fits the case at least as well as any competing alternative. 
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It would appear that there is little problem here regarding the plausibility 
of the theory on which Troyna’s explanation is based. It is quite plausible 
that teachers’ judgements of children’s ability could be influenced by the 
latter ’s ethnicity – or, rather, by ethnic stereotypes on the part of 
teachers. At the very least, it is an explanation worth investigating. 
However, much more work is required to show that this factor actually 
played an important role in the case that Troyna studied. 

Here, the question one might be tempted to ask is whether the difference 
between the observed allocation of Asian and white children to sets, and 
what would be expected on the basis of proportional representation, is 
statistically significant. This difference could be investigated using the 
chi-squared test. However, this means using the test in a rather different 
way from the one introduced in Part 4 – a way that is quite controversial, 
though it is not uncommon. There are two standard uses of significance 
testing. The first is to calculate the probability that any differences in 
outcome between experimental and control groups could have been a 
product of random error in the random allocation of subjects to groups. 
The second is to assess the likelihood that a pattern has been produced 
by random sampling error, rather than by being present in the population 
from which the sample was drawn and to which generalisation is being 
made. However, as regards Troyna’s data, we are not concerned with 
either of these kinds of error. Instead, what we are asking is: what are the 
chances that haphazard factors (rather than some systematic, causal 
process) would produce a difference between ethnic groups, in allocation 
to sets, of the size that Troyna discovered. Let us spell out what this 
means. 

The discrepancy between the observed and expected figures in this year 
group at Jayleigh School could have been produced in two ways. On the 
one hand, it could be the product of some factor that consistently or 
systematically operates so as to result in Asian children tending to be 
placed in the lower sets – the obvious, but by no means the only, factor 
is discrimination against Asian pupils on the part of the teachers. On the 
other hand, the discrepancy in allocation to sets could be the product of a 
large number of factors that do not have such a consistent or systematic 
effect, but which in this instance worked together to produce this 
outcome. The overall effect of these latter factors on different occasions 
is haphazard – that is, it approximates to being zero. On this occasion, 
they produced more white children than expected in top sets; but, on 
other occasions, they might have the reverse effect or they might produce 
equal numbers. There are various possible factors of this kind: the data 
on which the teachers relied as a basis for allocating children to sets 
included examination results, and the children’s performance on these 
examinations will have been affected by how they were feeling on the 
day, the particular questions that were asked, and so on. There may also 
have been errors in marking the examinations. To the extent that there is 
no systematic relationship between these factors and ethnicity, their 
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effects approximate to being random in relation to that factor. So, as 
already noted, what we need to know is how likely it is that the 
differences that Troyna found between the distribution of white and 
Asian children to various sets at Jayleigh were a product of haphazard 
factors of this kind, rather than of some systematic factor. A significance 
test like chi-squared can be used to answer this question, although it 
should be used only after any factor that ought to influence the allocation 
of students to sets has been controlled for, the most obvious factor in this 
case being ability. 

In using Troyna’s figures up to now, it has been assumed, in effect, that 
there was no difference in the average ability of the populations of white 
and Asian students in this year group at Jayleigh school. However, we 
cannot reasonably make that assumption. Troyna recognises this in his 
study, and he seeks to control for ability by comparing the distribution of 
students across sets with their junior school assessment levels. We have 
already noted some questions that might be raised about this procedure: 
he is assuming that these assessment levels are a better measure of ability 
differences than the judgements made by Jayleigh teachers on the basis 
of both examination results and junior school assessments. So, in 
assessing Troyna’s analysis, we need to consider what is meant by 
‘ability’ in this context (how it should be operationalised), and whether 
junior school assessments are a good measure of it. 

An equally important question to ask is whether ability, defined in this 
way, is the only consideration that might legitimately be taken into 
account by Jayleigh staff in allocating students to sets. For example, 
would it be appropriate for them also to consider a student’s level of 
motivation? What about judgements regarding whether particular students 
are likely to cause discipline problems? What is and is not legitimate 
here is obviously open to debate. However, for research purposes, it is 
necessary simply to be clear about what assumptions are being made, 
and to indicate that different judgements could be appropriate. On its 
own, research cannot tell us what it would and would not be legitimate 
for teachers to take into account in assessing their students. 

Let us assume, for the sake of argument, that junior school assessments 
are a highly effective measure of ability in this context, and that ability is 
the only criterion on which teachers at Jayleigh should have allocated 
students to sets. Carrying out a chi-squared test can help us to judge 
whether the differences in allocation between the ethnic groups were 
likely to have been produced by haphazard factors or by some systematic 
factor like racial discrimination on the part of teachers. The focus of the 
test would be the students who fall within similar ability bands in terms 
of junior school assessment. With this focus, we can compare the 
allocation to sets, in terms of ethnicity, among students who are broadly 
of the same level of ability. When we carry out this calculation, we find 
that the differences are not statistically significant even at the 0.05 level. 
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This implies that we ought to conclude that they may well have been 
produced by haphazard variation.15 

It is worth adding that, had the outcome of the chi-squared test been 
different – if it had been found that the differences were unlikely to be a 
product of haphazard processes – we still could not have concluded that 
this data indicates discrimination against Asian students by Jayleigh 
teachers in set allocation. All that the outcome of the chi-squared test 
would have told us is that some systematic factor is probably operating, 
and there are other candidate explanations besides discriminatory practice 
on the part of Jayleigh teachers. So we would then have had to control, 
statistically, for these other factors before we could come to a sound 
conclusion about the validity of the explanation that Troyna proposes. 

The focus of this section up to now has been how quantitative 
researchers go about developing and testing explanations, and what 
needs to be considered in assessing their conclusions. How this is done 
in qualitative research, and even whether it can be done, is a rather more 
contentious matter. Some qualitative researchers insist that their work is 
entirely devoted to description – for example, being concerned with 
producing ‘thick descriptions’ (detailed accounts that document the 
perceptions, intentions, motives and circumstances of the people 
involved). However, most qualitative research puts forward explanations 
of some kind and presents evidence in favour of them. Given this, it can 
be argued that the process of assessment should be quite similar in 
character to what was outlined in the discussion on quantitative research. 
In other words, it should involve documenting the existence and 
character of what is to be explained, and then assessing the liklihood 
that the suspected explanatory factor was the cause. This may involve 
trying to compare cases where an explanatory factor does and does not 
operate, or at least carrying out a thought experiment on the situation to 
assess what would have happened if it had not been operating. However, 
there are many qualitative researchers who would deny this parallel; 
they would see the task of qualitative research as being quite different 
in character from that of quantitative work. This should not be 
surprising, given the different methodological philosophies that were 
discussed in Part 2. 

Activity 46 
report. As you do so, try to identify the main claims being made and 
Read the extract below, which is taken from a qualitative research 

indicate whether each one is descriptive or explanatory. Then write a 
brief summary of the main claims. 

Think about how the researcher has sought to establish the validity of 
her explanatory claims. How convincing is the explanation or set of 
explanations she provides, on the basis of the evidence provided in the 
extract? You should complete this activity before reading the Comment. 

15 This discussion examines only part of the evidence that Troyna provides in his article. See 
Gomm (1992) for a more extended discussion of his analysis. 

Allow about 2 hours 
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This article [provides an analysis of] peer group interaction in 
two urban primary schools. Milner in the inner London 
borough of Northton is predominantly working-class with a 
multi-ethnic intake. ... In contrast, Oak Park, 3 miles to the 
north of Milner, has a social composition which is largely 
white and middle-class. While the main focus of my research 
has been mothers’ involvement in their children’s education, 
I also spent 15 months of participant observation in the two 
schools ... 

... there were [several] examples of dispositions acted out in 
Oak Park that displayed a different relationship to the division 
of labour [in society] to that evident in Milner classrooms. 
Initially, I took the ‘tidying up’ in Milner for granted. The good 
natured scramble when their teacher asked children to tidy up 
was very familiar – girls rushing around helpfully putting lids on 
felt tips, pushing chairs in, placing books back on shelves, a 
few over enthusiastic boys throwing themselves under tables 
only to emerge moments later clutching a few scraps of 
paper, the odd boy sidling about doing very little and being 
‘told on’ by an indignant girl were events I had experienced 
innumerable times myself as a primary school teacher. I 
comment in my field notes: 

Tidy up time seems like pandemonium but 
miraculously, and accelerated by the occasional yell 
from Mandy, the job gets done. (Milner, March 1993) 

In Oak Park there was no taking the process for granted. To my 
surprise most of the children did not want to tidy up. In fact some 
of them flatly refused to. In my field notes from November 1993 
I have written: 

Five minutes before afternoon play Julia tells the class 
to tidy up. There is little response – children are mostly 
engrossed in finishing off work. Riva and Sophia rush 
up to the front to ask if they can stay in to finish their 
story. Thirty seconds later, Julia raises her voice, ‘Now, 
or you’ll miss your playtime’ and children start to put 
their own things away and move towards the door. Julia 
shouts out ‘I don’t want to find any pens or pencils on 
the floor today’. After reminding Robyn’s table to push 
their chairs in, I notice a group of children clustered 
around Moya. She is sobbing, slumped over her table. 
I go to ask what the matter is. She just continues 
crying. Sophie says ‘It’s that’ and points to a pile of 
pencil trimmings on the floor under Moya’s chair. ‘She 
says they’re not hers so she’s not getting them up.’ 
‘OK’ I reply ‘You and I can get them up, can you get a 
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dustpan and brush?’ ‘No, I’m not doing it.’ I look 
round for help ‘Can someone get me a dustpan and 
brush?’ No one can so I go and do the job myself. 

Surprised, I went and asked a group of children after break why 
they were not prepared to tidy up. Susie said ‘It’s not our job,’ 
while Oliver interjected ‘They employ cleaners to do that.’ 

Such social distinctions were not a normal part of sense making 
in Milner classrooms. There these ‘cleaners’ were children’s 
mothers not to be conceptualised as socially distant from the 
children’s world. Tidying up and helping generally were activities 
working-class girls in Milner felt ‘at home with’ (Bourdieu, 1981, 
p. 308). In Oak Park such activities were both actively and 
passively resisted not only by the boys but by many of the girls 
as well. 

(Adapted from: Reay, 1995, pp. 353, 363) 

Comment 
The extract appears to be making the following main claims: 

1	 There were contrasting attitudes among the children at the two 
schools studied towards the task of ‘tidying up’ the classroom. Those 
at Milner participated in it enthusiastically; those at Oak Park did not 
want to do so, and some flatly refused to. (This is a descriptive 
claim.) 

2	 This contrast reflects a ‘different relationship to the division of labour’ 
in society on the part of children in the two schools. (This is probably 
an explanatory claim, though this is not entirely clear.) 

3	 In other words, it reflects differences in social-class background 
between children in the two schools, given that Milner was 
‘predominantly working-class with a multi-ethnic intake’ whereas Oak 
Park was ‘largely white and middle-class’. (This is an explanatory 
claim.) 

The evidence provided for the first claim forms part of what is required 
to establish the second and third explanatory ones. The author seeks to 
show that there is a difference that needs explaining between the 
orientations of children in the two schools towards ‘tidying up’. She 
provides information about the social-class background of children in 
each school. In effect, she is claiming that there is a correlation between 
children’s keenness or willingness to participate in tidying up and their 
social-class background, mediated by their attitude towards the division 
of labour in society. Furthermore, she implies that this correlation is 
produced by a causal process. 

It can be argued that the explanation is not convincingly supported by 
the evidence offered in this brief extract. The author provides a 
generalised description of what happened in Milner School, supported by 
an extract from field notes, which presumably relates to a particular 
lesson. The description of what happened at Oak Park school takes the 
form, for the most part, of an extended field-note description of what 
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happened on one occasion, where some of the children refused to help 
tidy up, and from an interview with a group of the children. At face 
value, there is certainly a difference here, but there are several 
problems. 

One concerns the generalisability of the descriptions. There is no 
evidence to establish that the difference in attitude to which the author is 
referring was displayed routinely by the pupils discussed in the study, or 
that it extended to all the classes in the two schools. Indeed, we are not 
told in the extract how many different classes Reay had observed within 
each school, or how far her data collection was focused on the issue of 
tidying up. 

A related question concerns variation within each of the school classes 
described. One might expect that some children would be keener to tidy 
up than others, so evidence is needed as to how general were the 
attitudes and behaviour described in each class. It is also possible that 
there was some variation in social-class background within the two 
school classes. If so, we would need to know the social-class origins of 
individual pupils in order to assess the explanation. Furthermore, there 
may have been ethnic differences, and it is not clear how these would 
relate to the author’s analysis in terms of social class. 

Regarding the second claim, there are alternative explanations that 
might account for differences in the children’s willingness to tidy up. An 
obvious one concerns desire to finish work and get out to play. Perhaps 
the Milner children were more keen to do this, while the Oak Park 
children wanted to finish their work. Indeed, there is evidence in support 
of the latter idea in the extract quoted. Another possible explanation, 
relating especially to the refusal to help tidy up, concerns friendship 
groups. These can play a key role in children’s behaviour, and are often 
closely related to their judgements about what is whose responsibility, 
who should do what, and so on. Interview data might have been useful 
here, to check how many children displayed the attitude to the division 
of labour that the author ascribes to them. Another possible explanation 
is differences between teachers. The author mentions that Mandy, the 
teacher at Milner, yelled to get the job of tidying up done. This may be 
an indication that the children were not as keen to do it as the author’s 
account suggests, and that it got done because of the pressure put on 
them by the teacher. Perhaps Julia, at Oak Park, did not yell or did not 
use effective strategies to get the children to clear up. 

The final claim relies on rather vague characterisations of the different 
social-class compositions of the two schools. We are not given any 
detail about the social-class categorisation scheme that was used or 
how it was operationalised. Also, as already noted, we are not told what 
was the social-class composition of the two classes from which evidence 
is drawn. 

For all these reasons, we would hesitate to conclude on the basis of the 
evidence provided here that there is a stable difference in the attitude 
towards tidying up of children in the two schools, or that this was 
produced by differences in relationship to the division of labour or social
class origin. This is not to deny, however, that the extract puts forward 
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an interesting explanatory idea and some evidence to suggest that it is 
worth further investigation. 

At this point, you may want to obtain the original version of the article 
from which this extract has been taken (this can be done through the 
OU Library web pages), and to consider how far both this and your own 
assessment of the validity of the descriptive and explanatory claims that 
are made applies to the whole article. 

Assessing the explanations presented in research reports and, for that 
matter, those put forward in other contexts too, requires careful thought 
about the sort of evidence that is necessary, and about the evidence that 
is provided. The task of producing convincing evidence for explanations 
is quite a demanding one. 

Evaluations and prescriptions 

The process of assessing evidence for value claims also begins with their 
descriptive components. Is the phenomenon to be evaluated, or the 
situation to be rectified by the prescribed policy, accurately represented in 
the study? In the case of prescriptions, a predictive assumption is also 
involved – that taking a particular course of action would result in a 
particular type of outcome. The validity of this assumption must be 
assessed, perhaps by evaluating the explanatory or theoretical principles 
involved. 

The distinctively evaluative or prescriptive element within a claim 
concerns whether the phenomenon described, or the situation prescribed 
by a policy, is good or bad. Whether researchers should be putting 
forward value claims is a matter for dispute. However, if such claims are 
to be assessed, it is necessary to consider how convincingly the value 
judgements involved relate to value principles. We need to consider what 
values have and have not been, and should and should not have been, 
taken account of in the value judgement. Also important is the way that 
those values have been interpreted in their application to the particular 
phenomena concerned. Needless to say, there may be room for 
reasonable disagreement on these matters. 

Assessing conclusions 

The assessment of the conclusions reached in a study requires looking 
at the relationship between the information provided about the cases 
investigated and the claims made about the research focus on the basis 
of this evidence. Clearly, if the findings are not convincing, then neither 
will be the conclusions (on the basis of the evidence from the study). 
However, even if the findings seem valid, they may not support the 
conclusions very effectively. 

In Section 1, we identified two strategies by which researchers seek to 
draw general conclusions: theoretical inference and empirical 
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generalisation. This section explores how each of these types of inference 
can be assessed. 

Theoretical inference 

Theoretical claims are distinctive in that they are universal in scope. 
They refer to a range of possible cases – those in which the conditions 
mentioned in the theory are met – rather than to a finite set of actual 
cases. What needs assessing in the case of theoretical conclusions is the 
extent to which evidence about the case(s) studied can provide a basis 
for such universal claims. For example, in a study of the development 
of gendered identities among children starting school, the authors 
conclude that ‘group work reduces peer-organised activity and thus 
reduces the emergence of differentiated gender identities in relation to 
peers’ (Lloyd and Duveen, 1992, p. 183). Here we would need to ask: 
how far does the evidence they supply provide cogent support for this 
conclusion? And what conditions – for example, cultural variation – 
might affect when this causal relationship would and would not hold? 

What we need to ask, then, is whether the evidence from the cases 
studied provides strong enough support for the theory proposed to be 
accepted (if only on probation). Some cases will, by their nature, provide 
stronger evidence than others. Take the example of testing the theory that 
streaming and banding in schools leads to a polarisation in attitude on 
the part of students, with those in top streams or bands becoming more 
pro-school and those in bottom streams or bands becoming more anti
school. In the 1960s, David Hargreaves (1967) investigated this theory in 
a secondary modern school in the UK. Entrance to this type of school is 
not selective, so we might expect to find a polarisation in attitude 
resulting from the effects of different types of home background and 
school experience. By contrast, Colin Lacey (1970) tested the theory in a 
selective grammar school where most, if not all, of the students had been 
successful and probably pro-school in attitude before they entered 
secondary school. As a result of these differences, the fact that Lacey 
discovered polarisation at the grammar school constitutes much stronger 
evidence for the theory than any that Hargreaves’ study could provide. 
This is because, in the case that Lacey investigated, a key alternative 
factor (differences in attitude among pupils before they entered secondary 
school) had been controlled. 

It is through the control of extraneous factors that studies seek to 
demonstrate the validity of theoretical inferences. As you saw in Part 4, 
the most effective method of doing this is the experiment. However, this 
is often not usable in educational research, and may involve other 
problems such as the issue of whether inferences drawn from what 
people do in an experimental situation can be applied to what they would 
do in ordinary circumstances. Statistical control is another strategy (see 
Part 4), and the comparative method used by Lacey is a third. 
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Empirical generalisation 

Empirical generalisation is the other way in which researchers may seek 
to draw general conclusions about their research focus from their findings 
about the cases studied. Here the conclusions relate to all the cases 
within a larger population, based on investigation of a sample of cases 
drawn from that population. A first requirement in assessing such 
generalisations is to identify the larger aggregate. The second step is to 
make a judgement about whether that generalisation is likely to be 
sound. It is possible to be reasonably confident about such judgements 
where statistical sampling techniques have been used effectively. Indeed, 
in such cases, precise predictions can often be made as to the likelihood 
of the generalisation being false (see the discussion on sampling in 
Section 4 of Part 4). It is important, however, not to see these techniques 
as the only basis for empirical generalisation. It may be possible to draw 
on relevant information in published statistics regarding the aggregate to 
which generalisation is being made, and to compare this with what is 
known about the cases investigated. This at least may tell us if those 
cases are atypical in some key, relevant respect. 

Reading 19 
study you chose for Reading 17, either Chapter 16 in the Reader or the 
We now want you to carry out an assessment of the claims made in the 

article by Judith Baxter. You will almost certainly need to reread parts of 
the chapter/article to carry out this assessment, although the notes you 
made for that Reading should be a great help. 

For each of the main claims you have identified, assess how well the 
evidence supports it, and consider whether there are alternative 
interpretations of that evidence which, in your view, are more plausible 
than those provided by the author(s). Where your interpretation is 
different, explain why you think yours is more convincing. 

Once you have completed these tasks, you should read whichever of 
the following appraisals corresponds to the article you chose: 

l ‘An appraisal of “Labouring to learn”’ by Martyn Hammersley, which 
forms Chapter 17 in the Reader 

l ‘Appraising “A juggling act”’, by Martyn Hammersley, which can be 
found in the ‘E891 Resources’ area on the course website. 

As you read the appraisal, consider the following questions:


How far do your interpretations and evaluations match those given in

the appraisal?


Where they do not match, do you find the appraisal convincing?


What replies do you think the author might offer in response to your

evaluation and to the commentary provided in the appraisal?


Allow about 3 hours 



Summary of Part 5 

This part of the course has explored what is involved in reading and 
assessing the information provided in educational research reports. It has 
stressed the importance of distinguishing between the different sorts of 
knowledge claim that can be made, and has identified the kinds of 
evidence that each needs. This is an essential skill, and one that is often 
neglected. Care and time need to be expended on reading research 
reports, and other information about educational processes and outcomes, 
if one is to make an effective assessment of them. 
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In Part 6, we return to some of the issues raised in earlier parts of the 
course, regarding the nature and functions of educational enquiry and its 
relationships with policy-making and practice. Against this background, 
we then consider the broader question of the ways in which such enquiry 
is political, and whether it should be. Following on from this, we discuss 
some of the ethical issues relating to the way in which educational 
enquiry is pursued. 

1 The relationship between educational 
enquiry and evidence-based practice 
revisited 

The notion of evidence-based practice prescribes a very definite view of 
how research should relate to policy-making and practice. This involves 
assumptions about both the proper character of research and the nature of 
educational practice. 

Read Chapter 2 in the Reader, ‘Educational research and teaching: a 
response to David Hargreaves’ TTA lecture’ by Martyn Hammersley. The 

Reading 20 

Allow about 3 hours	 chapter begins by summarising Hargreaves’ argument in Chapter 1, 
which you read for Reading 2, and then raises a number of questions 
about it. As you read Hammersley’s chapter, consider the following 
questions and make a note of your responses: 

What are the problems facing educational researchers which, it is 
claimed, Hargreaves neglects or underplays? How cogent is this 
criticism of his position? 

How does Hammersley characterise teaching as a form of practice? 
How far does this characterisation contrast with Hargreaves’ view? 
How convincing is it? 

What questions does Hammersley raise about the notion of 
evidence-based medicine, and Hargreaves’ use of it as a model for 
evidence-based practice in education? How convincing do you find 
the arguments on each side here? 

What problems are identified with the solution that Hargreaves 
proposes for the ills of educational research? How serious are these 
problems? 

Comment 
Hargreaves replied to this critique, and there was a further response 
from Hammersley. If you want to follow up the subsequent phases of the 
discussion, you will find these provided in the Reader as Chapters 3 
and 4. 



220 E891 Educational Enquiry: Study Guide 

One of Hammersley’s arguments is that the notion of evidence-based 
practice relies on a conception of the nature of educational research 
which is shaped by the methodological philosophy referred to in Part 2 
as positivism. 

Looking back at the notes you made as you worked through the 
activities and Readings in Part 2, make a list of the main features of 

Allow about positivism as a methodological philosophy. 

Activity 47 

15 minutes 

One central element of positivism relevant here is the idea that it is the 
task of research to identify standard repeatable patterns between cause 
and effect – in this case, identifying particular pedagogical strategies 
that reliably bring about a desirable educational outcome. It certainly 
seems that much advocacy of evidence-based practice, including 
Hargreaves’ lecture, assumes that research can produce knowledge 
of such patterns. However, there are questions about whether such 
patterns exist, what character they have if they do, and how we can 
know them. 

Another feature of positivism is the idea that research should follow a 
set of explicit procedures, so that the idiosyncratic effects of who is 
doing the research can be eliminated and the replicability of the findings 
checked. Building on this, the concept of evidence-based policy-making 
and practice is often promoted on the grounds that it is ‘transparent’, 
since it is guided by explicitly specified knowledge whose validity is 
open to inspection. Again, this idea is subject to dispute. 

The link between positivism and the notion of evidence-based practice 
does not necessarily mean that the other three methodological 
philosophies discussed in Part 2 – interpretivism, ‘critical’ research and 
constructionism – are necessarily at odds with the idea that educational 
research can and should be designed to make a significant contribution to 
educational policy-making and/or practice. Indeed, one sign that they can 
have this commitment is that all three have influenced various forms of 
action research. This often requires enquiry to be integrated into 
educational practice, rather than being detached from it in the way that 
much ordinary research is. 

Activity 48 
Stephen Kemmis, which you read for Reading 6. As you do so, consider 
Look back at the notes you made on Chapter 12 of the Reader, by 

in what respects the various forms of action research reflect the 
influence of the four methodological philosophies discussed in Part 2. 

Comment 
There is a range of forms of action research that reflect, to some degree, 
the four methodological philosophies. In its initial formulation, by Kurt 
Lewin, action research drew, broadly speaking, on positivism; but it was 
subsequently developed in a variety of directions (see Reason and 

Allow about 
15 minutes 
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Bradbury, 2006). The direction outlined by Kemmis draws strongly on the 
‘critical’ tradition, but follows on from an influential line of development 
initiated by the work of Lawrence Stenhouse (1926–82), who emphasised 
the role of the ‘teacher as researcher ’ and was influenced by interpretivist 
ideas. 

educational’ ’ position as 
Reading 21 

by John Elliott. He challenges Hargreaves
Read Chapter 5 in the Reader, entitled ‘Making evidence-based practice 

presented in an article subsequent to his TTA lecture. Elliott does this by 
drawing on the work of Stenhouse and on philosophical ideas about the 
nature of education. 

As you read his argument, consider the following questions: 

What problems does Elliott see in the use of quantitative research

findings to improve educational practice?


How does his view of the nature of educational practice differ from

that which he ascribes to Hargreaves?


What form of research does Elliott recommend as most likely to

facilitate improvement of educational practice?


Bearing in mind an area of education with which you are familiar,

how do you evaluate the two views of educational practice and of

the role that educational enquiry can play, which Elliott contrasts? 

In Chapter 6 of the Reader, entitled ‘Making evidence-based practice 
educational: a rejoinder to John Elliott’, you will find a very brief reply to 
Elliott from Ann Oakley. Oakley is an influential advocate of the role of 
research in evidence-based policy-making and practice. Read this 
chapter now, and consider how far she engages with Elliott’s argument. 
You should complete this activity before reading further. 

You will find a summary of Elliott’s arguments in the relevant section of 
the Introduction to the Reader, on pp. xiii–xiv. 

Like Hargreaves, Elliott believes that there should be a close relationship 
between educational research and practice, and both see educational 
practitioners as playing a key role in educational enquiry. However, they 
take rather different views about the nature of the activities on each side 
of this relationship. Elliott questions the usefulness of quantitative 
findings, and recommends a form of case study that is modelled on 
historical research. Equally important, where Hargreaves treats 
educational practice as a matter of finding the most effective means of 
bringing about required forms of learning, Elliott views education as 
embodying certain values rather than being a set of means directed 
towards a goal. In these respects, he is closer to the model of reflective 
practice than that of evidence-based practice. 

Both writers emphasise the contribution that research can make to 
educational practice, although they do also mention the idea of policy
making. In Part 1 it was suggested that this is a three-cornered 

Allow about 3 hours 
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relationship: research may be designed to shape policy; and policy can 
certainly impact on educational practice (although not always in the ways 
intended or producing outcomes that are desired). You may remember the 
discussion (in Part 1, Section 3) of Hargreaves’ view that recent 
education policy in the UK was, to some degree unintentionally, having a 
beneficial effect in re-professionalising teachers. Elliott takes a much 
more negative view of the effects of recent policy, for reasons that stem 
from his view of education. Much government pressure for reforming 
education research, both in the UK and elsewhere, derives from the idea 
that it is a key resource in promoting ongoing reform within the 
educational system. The appeal to research evidence is, in effect, a means 
by which policy-makers can challenge and override practitioners’ claims 
to knowledge and expertise (Hammersley, 2002). 

The consequences, for educational research, of demands that it serve 
educational policy-making and practice more directly have been complex. 
In several countries, governments have made increasing efforts to gain 
control over educational research and to redirect it so as to provide 
evidence about ‘what works’. At the same time, increased funds have 
been provided, and channelled into those forms of enquiry that are 
judged likely to improve teaching and learning within the education 
system. However, there is considerable disagreement and negotiation 
over what is likely to make such a contribution. This is true in the UK. 
Neither Hargreaves nor others who have called for reform of educational 
research to serve evidence-based practice believe that only randomised 
controlled trials are of value, even though they see such trials as an 
important source of evidence. In fact, increased funding has gone into 
research that adopts a range of approaches, where these have been able 
to claim direct relevance to educational improvement. 

’
DVD Task 7 

research, policy-making and practice . In the course of this, you will be 
In the Media Guide, read Section 3, ‘Interviews about educational 

asked to watch the series of interviews on Section 2 of DVD 1, which 
are concerned with educational research, policy-making and practice. 
These consist of interviews with four people who have relevant 
experience of this in the UK. Much of the focus of discussion here is on 
the Teaching and Learning Research Programme (TLRP), which was 
established in the wake of criticism of educational research in the late 
1990s. 

When you have completed this task, return here to continue working 
through the Study Guide. 

Watching the DVD material, and thinking about the questions associated 
with it, may have given you an increased sense of the complex and 
uncertain issues surrounding the role of research in shaping policy
making and in serving practice. One aspect of this is the highly political 
character of these relationships. At the same time, you will have seen 

Allow about 4 hours 
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that the director of the TLRP, Andrew Pollard, argues that it is important 
for educational researchers to maintain an independent stance, rather 
than being committed to ‘transformative politics’ (Pollard, 2005, p. 4). 
This is a tension that runs through the whole of educational research. 

2 Research as political 

As we saw in Part 2, some researchers, particularly those working in the 
‘critical’ tradition, would disagree with the calls by Pollard and others for 
independence and non-partisanship, and would insist on the political 
nature of educational research. They argue not just that research should 
be directed towards political goals – in particular so as to counter various 
kinds of social inequality and achieve social justice – but that all research 
cannot but be political. From this point of view, researchers who claim to 
be politically independent or neutral are deluding themselves and/or 
others: this is because, it is claimed, all research is shaped by political 
assumptions and has political consequences. 

Look back at the notes you made on the article by Colin Barnes, which 
you read for Reading 11. List the main features of a ‘critical’ approach,

Allow about as exemplified by emancipatory disability research. You should complete 

Activity 49 

20 minutes 
this activity before reading further. 

Barnes’ position is similar to that of many ‘critical’ researchers. For 
them, research must be carried out in such a way as to provide 
knowledge that is directly relevant to the struggle of some oppressed or 
marginalised group. Furthermore, ‘relevance’ here does not just mean 
pertaining to social justice – for example, to the inequity experienced by 
disabled people – but, rather, providing those people with useful tools in 
their struggle to overcome injustice. 

At the same time, while Barnes insists that researchers in the field of 
disability must be ‘accountable’ to people with disabilities and the 
organisations that represent them, he notes the difficulties involved in 
this. He suggests that researchers must evaluate disability groups and 
organisations with whom they might collaborate, in order to ensure that 
these are genuinely representative of the interests of disabled people 
(although he does not say how this is to be done). He makes clear that, 
even if the researcher is disabled, this does not ensure that he or she will 
act in the interests of disabled people. Barnes also points to problems 
facing researchers with a ‘critical’ orientation in sustaining long-term 
engagement with disability organisations, in terms of gaining the funds 
and, if they work in university settings, dealing with ‘the demands of a 
traditionally conservative academic community whose interests are often 
at odds with those of disabled people and their organisations’ (Barnes, 



224 E891 Educational Enquiry: Study Guide 

2003, p. 9). These are common problems in all kinds of ‘critical’ 
research. There is a need to balance commitment to particular groups and 
organisations against the judgements and needs of the researcher, and it 
is not always clear how this can best be done. 

Nevertheless, Barnes’ account makes clear that, for him, the 
responsibilities of researchers extend well beyond producing sound 
knowledge relevant to disability issues: the research must serve disability 
groups in their struggle against oppression. It should be said, however, 
that he offers very little supporting argument in favour of this. He seems 
to take such a commitment as self-evidently required. The reason for this 
is probably that, like other ‘critical’ researchers, he adopts a particular 
conception of society that focuses on a fundamental division between a 
dominant group, or mode of social organisation, and a subordinated 
group who are treated inequitably. Against this background, research 
tends to be seen as either for or against emancipation, with no room for 
neutrality or independence. This is why any declared non-partisan 
commitment is viewed as either an ideological smokescreen or a naïve 
failure to understand political reality. 

The factual accuracy of this conception of society is open to question, 
however. Are most large, complex societies made up of just two groups 
– one dominant, the other marginalised or excluded? The fact that 
different forms of ‘critical’ research focus on different oppressed groups 
(the working class, women, ethnic minorities, gay men and lesbian 
women, children) itself suggests that this is an oversimplified model. 
Indeed, many individuals are likely to be located as oppressors in some 
respects and as oppressed in others. It could also be argued that most 
modern societies are not autocracies, but approximate to liberal 
democracy in various respects. This surely makes it harder for any 
dominant group constantly to protect its own interests and pursue its own 
goals at the expense of others (although it certainly does not make this 
impossible). Whether this counter-argument is correct is, of course, a 
matter for investigation and debate, but what should be clear is that there 
are important and difficult issues that need addressing here. 

The model of society that ‘critical’ researchers adopt involves evaluations 
and not just factual claims: some group is described as oppressed, or as  
suffering inequity or injustice, and these words clearly indicate that the 
situation is judged undesirable or unacceptable. In line with what was 
said in Part 5 about assessing value claims, it is necessary to ask what 
values underpin these evaluations, and to consider whether the value 
judgements involved can be accepted. The value judgements on which 
‘critical’ research relies are not always made explicit – indeed, there is a 
tendency to treat them as though their validity were obvious. Of course, 
other kinds of educational research frequently involve implicit or explicit 
value judgements, and there is a need for scrutiny there too. 



Part 6: The politics and ethics of educational research 225 

Activity 50 Think back to the description of the ‘Learning to Learn’ project that 

Allow about 
15 minutes 

formed part of the Teaching and Learning Research Programme – this 
was featured in the interview with Mary James, which you watched 
earlier for DVD Task 7. Do you think there are any implicit value 
judgements built into this project? You should complete this activity 
before reading the Comment. 

Comment 
You may have found that this was not an easy question to answer. It is 
certainly true that this project was directed towards helping teachers 
improve students’ learning, and necessarily this means that certain 
assumptions are being made about what counts as worthwhile learning. 
To some extent, this seems to be defined in terms of the standard 
outcomes of schooling that are given such emphasis in many societies 
today – test and examination results. A certain conception of what is 
educational – in other words, valuable – is associated with that 
emphasis. However, the very name of the project indicates a concern 
with broader or deeper outcomes – developing students’ (and 
teachers’?) capacity to learn. But can learning be defined in a formal 
sense as a capacity, independently of specific kinds of knowledge 
or skill? Furthermore, it seems that this focus may derive from a 
value commitment to the autonomy of learners (the idea that genuine 
or valuable learning only takes place when learners have ownership 
of it). 

While it seems likely that these researchers were endorsing some 
conception of what is valuable learning, or even what is the most 
valuable form of learning, they need not have done so. They could 
simply have used this value framework as a way of setting the 
boundaries for their work, suggesting that if we are interested in what 
will facilitate this kind of learning, then their research findings will be 
relevant. Much educational research is ambiguous about whether the 
value framework on which it relies in order to provide for the relevance 
of the findings is being treated as one among several frameworks that 
could be reasonably adopted, or whether it is being promoted as the 
only legitimate value framework. 

Not all approaches to educational research demand that it should have a 
close relationship to practice or treat it as necessarily political. A more 
distant relationship is assumed or advocated by some versions of 
positivism (as distinct from those associated with the evidence-based 
practice movement) and also by much of the work inspired by 
interpretivism. From these points of view, research may be regarded as 
primarily concerned with contributing to knowledge within the social 
science disciplines and, at most, as simply providing resources that 
policy-makers and practitioners can use in diverse ways. Those adopting 
this position may well deny that researchers should be accountable to 
governments, oppressed groups or educational practitioners. Indeed, it 
may be argued that any close involvement with policy-making, 
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‘emancipatory’ political struggles or even educational practice is likely 
to divert researchers from their main task, and/or lead to a much 
increased danger of bias in the conclusions that they reach and publish 
(see Hammersley, 2002). Interestingly, there have been arguments along 
similar lines from a post-structuralist/postmodernist position in the field 
of literary studies. In particular, Stanley Fish (1995) has challenged 
currently influential views that treat literary theory and criticism as 
inevitably and properly political in goal. 

Box 15 

Objectivity and bias 

There has been, and continues to be, a great deal of debate over 
whether or not research can be objective, and what this means. 
One interpretation of this term is ‘unbiased’, but the word ‘bias’ is 
not straightforward, as it is also used in different ways. 

However, this term is generally used to refer to systematic error. 
The distinction between systematic and random error was outlined 
in Part 4, Section 4. For example, systematic error in sampling is 
often referred to as ‘sampling bias’. However, in other contexts, use 
of the term ‘bias’ is restricted to a different source of systematic 
error – that which could arise from the political or practical 
commitments, theoretical expectations or assumptions of the 
researcher. 

In applying this word, it is important to distinguish between, on the 
one hand, a researcher having such commitments, expectations 
and assumptions, and, on the other, those commitments, 
expectations and assumptions actually causing systematic error in 
how the research is carried out. The term ‘bias’ ought to be 
restricted to the latter, not least because commitments, expectations 
and assumptions are impossible to avoid. Moreover, having them 
does not necessarily mean they will bias our interpretations of the 
world – indeed, they may facilitate the process of reaching sound 
conclusions. Even where they threaten to lead us into error, we can 
take precautions against this, and monitor our judgements to check 
if this has happened. 

If ‘bias’ is defined in this way, it is at least possible for a researcher 
to be objective, even if one can never be sure in practice that no 
bias has operated. It is also desirable for researchers to try to 
minimise potential bias – in other words, to aim at being objective. 
However, this is a highly contentious issue, over which there is 
much disagreement and debate. Positivists and many interpretivists 
would insist that minimising bias is possible and desirable. Some 
‘critical’ researchers and constructionists would agree, but there are 
many who would not (see, for example, Gitlin et al., 1989). 

There is an additional problem with the term ‘objectivity’. Sometimes 
it is interpreted as meaning that the account produced by a 



Part 6: The politics and ethics of educational research 227 

researcher captures the nature of the objects investigated rather 
than representing some false, non-existent world. Here, the word 
‘objectivity’ is being treated as synonymous with ‘validity’ or ‘truth’. 
This usage is often associated with a particular interpretation of 
‘validity’ in which knowledge amounts to a direct representation of 
how things truly are – for example, by capturing their essential 
character. However, given problems with that conception of 
knowledge, it would seem best to avoid using ‘objectivity’ in 
this second sense. 

Activity 51 
necessarily political, or should be political? Write a brief summary setting 
Are there any respects in which you believe that educational research is 

out your reasons. 

In answering this question, you will need to think about what the word 
‘political’ can mean, and the different ways it could be applied to 
educational research. You should complete this activity before reading 
the Comment. 

Comment 
Like many other words, ‘political’ does not have a single standard 
meaning. It can refer to the struggle to gain power, to issues that 
involve conflicting values or interests, to matters about which there can 
be reasonable disagreement (or even actual disagreement, both 
reasonable and unreasonable), to issues concerned with the distribution 
of scarce resources, and to other things besides. Which sense of the 
term is adopted may lead to different conclusions about whether or not 
research is or should be political. 

There are some senses in which educational research is necessarily 
political, even when it seeks to be non-partisan and to maintain 
autonomy or independence from policy-making, politics and practice. It 
draws on resources that could have been allocated to other purposes. 
Gaining and maintaining these resources means that researchers, or 
their representatives, must engage in political debate and political 
action. Thus, there is a good deal of politics surrounding research
funding bodies and the relationships between universities and their 
funding sources (both public and private), and educational research is 
clearly implicated in these. You may remember the opening section 
of the chapter by Bassey, which you read for Reading 5, where 
he refers to a debate on educational research that took place in the 
UK House of Lords. Similarly, in his interview on DVD 1, Andrew 
Pollard makes clear the political negotiations involved in the operation 
of TLRP. 

Educational research is also necessarily political in the sense that 
research findings may be used in a variety of ways, for diverse 
purposes, and may have an impact on decisions that are themselves 
political in one or more of the senses outlined above. 

Allow about 
30 minutes 
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Finally, there is an important sense in which some researchers, and 
many stakeholders, believe that educational research ought to be 
political – that it should be directed towards serving other goals as well 
as (or instead of) the production of worthwhile knowledge, whether this 
is supporting the development and implementation of government policy, 
facilitating educational processes, serving some organisation, or aiding in 
the struggle of an oppressed group. Currently, there is genuine 
disagreement among educational researchers over whether their work 
should be political in this sense (see Hammersley, 1995, 2000). 

It is important to stress that even research which is not directed towards 
achieving some goal other than to produce worthwhile knowledge cannot 
avoid taking additional values into account. First of all, judgements need 
to be made about what is and is not worthwhile knowledge to pursue – 
that is, about what questions are worth trying to answer. Secondly, 
judgements must be made about what are and are not legitimate means 
of pursuing enquiry. The first issue, that of relevance, was addressed in 
Part 5. In the remainder of this part we give attention to the second area, 
which is usually discussed under the heading of research ethics. 

3 Research ethics 

The ethical issues involved in conducting research can arise in a variety 
of ways and at all stages of the research process. These issues vary 
considerably in their seriousness and in how difficult they are to resolve. 
Furthermore, how they are interpreted and dealt with is likely to depend 
a great deal on what is treated as the goal of research, how valuable and 
important it is judged to be, what the focus of investigation is, and who 
are the people or cases being studied. 

Judgements about the value of knowledge itself, and about that of 
different kinds of knowledge, vary. Where research is directed towards 
some practical or political goal, this will guide evaluations of what are 
legitimate and illegitimate research strategies. Similarly, views about 
what is and is not justified may vary according to who is being studied; 
for example, many of us would take different views about what is ethical 
in doing research on educational policy-makers, on instructors in right
wing terrorist training camps, or on very young children. What is 
regarded as legitimate in one context may not be regarded as legitimate 
in another, although such judgements will, to some extent, be influenced 
by our political views, and by other factors too. 
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Activity 52 Among the questions that form part of research ethics are the following: 

Allow about 1 Can it ever be justified to observe people covertly (in other words, 
20 minutes without their knowing) for the purposes of research? 

2 Should participants always be told ‘the whole truth and nothing but 
the truth’? 

3 Are there some matters that are so private or sensitive, they should 
not be the focus for research? 

4 What types and level of costs, on the part of participants, are 
acceptable? 

5 What, if anything, can participants reasonably expect in return for 
their participation? 

How would you answer these? Jot down a couple of sentences in 
response to each. You should complete this activity before reading the 
Comment. 

Comment 
Several of these issues are explored in the discussion that follows. 
However, here are some immediate answers (though you should 
remember that some other researchers would disagree with them): 

1	 Yes, it could be argued that it is sometimes justified to conduct 
covert observations on individuals’ behaviour. This might be 
legitimate, for example, where the behaviour occurs in a public 
place, or when the research topic is important and there is no other 
way of gaining the required information. 

2	 It is not always easy to determine what is true and what is ‘the whole 
truth’. Furthermore, there may be good reasons for not telling 
participants everything that is known about the research project in 
which they are participating. One reason for this is that doing so may 
shape their behaviour and thereby threaten the validity of the findings. 

3	 There may well be matters that are too private or sensitive to 
research. However, often what is more important is how such 
matters are approached by a researcher. It is also important not to 
make hasty assumptions about others’ views of what is too private or 
too sensitive. 

4	 This question, about the level and type of legitimate costs, is 
probably impossible to answer in the abstract. However, it would 
certainly be hard to justify research that has serious consequences 
for people’s health, financial circumstances or life chances. 

5	 Again, it is difficult to answer this question in the abstract. Like many 
other issues surrounding research ethics, any judgements made 
about what participants can expect in return will depend on the 
context. 

You should note that these are only some of the answers that could be 
given. There is even more disagreement over ethical issues than there 
is about methodological matters. 
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In summary, then, some relevant concerns that are central to research 
ethics include: 

l the costs or degree of harm and/or benefit to the various people likely 
to be involved 

l respect for the autonomy of those studied 

l reciprocity and justice in dealing with them 

l honouring obligations entered into explicitly or implicitly. 

These ethical issues are subject to considerable dispute, and ethical 
principles always have to be interpreted when they are applied to 
particular situations. 

We now go on to explore in more detail how various kinds of ethical 
problem arise in relation to different aspects of the research process. 

Gaining access to participants and settings 

In both experimental and survey research, great emphasis is usually 
placed on the idea of ‘informed consent’ –  the requirement that 
participants are both given sufficient information to make a reasonable 
decision as to whether or not to participate, and can make that decision 
without coercion from the researcher or from anyone else. Furthermore, 
the principle of informed consent implies that participants should have 
the right to withdraw from participation at any time during the course of 
the research. 

Most researchers would be inclined to recognise the justification for 
informed consent as obvious. However, can you see any problems that 

Allow about might be involved in implementing it? Make a note of what you think 

Activity 53 

5 minutes 
these might be. You should complete this activity before reading further. 

Many of the problems associated with applying the principle of informed 
consent can be related to the two words making up that phrase 
–’informed’ and ‘consent’. 

First of all, what would count as sufficient information for someone to 
make an informed choice? This raises a number of subordinate questions. 
How much detail should be provided about the research? What about 
those matters that the researcher cannot know with any certainty at the 
beginning of the research, given that the research design may be 
formulated and changed over the course of enquiry? How should risks be 
presented to participants if they are uncertain in character and degree? 
What if people do not want much information about the research? What 
if they refuse to read or listen to the information that is provided? What 
level of understanding is required for someone to be ‘informed’? 

The last of these questions is one that particularly (though by no means 
exclusively) arises in research with children, elderly people or people 
who have learning disabilities. In these instances, is the researcher 
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obliged to correct apparent misconceptions on the part of participants, or 
even to bar people from the research if he or she believes that they do 
not properly understand what is involved? Might this not itself amount to 
an infringement of the autonomy of the person concerned? 

The notion of consent also presents problems. Who is to give consent? 
Generally, it is the people themselves, but this is not always the case. For 
example, parents are often seen as crucial gatekeepers in any research on 
young children, but should the children themselves also be consulted? If 
the answer is ‘yes’, what approach should be taken if the parents refuse 
but the child agrees? This problem could be avoided, of course, by 
approaching the parents first, but this then gives greater weight to their 
views than to those of the child, which may or may not be regarded as 
legitimate. 

Does the notion of consent rule out researchers actively seeking to 
persuade people to participate in research, or even paying them to do so? 
(It is not uncommon for people to be paid for participating in experiments, 
for example.) If this is not ruled out, what kinds of persuasion or levels of 
payment are legitimate? This problem becomes more acute in the context 
of randomised controlled trials in medicine, where participation (often) 
means potential access to a new treatment whose effectiveness and side 
effects have not yet been properly determined. Moreover, in such trials, 
whether or not a patient gets this new treatment rather than an existing one 
is determined randomly, and not on the basis of a doctor ’s judgement about 
what would be best for the patient. The same issues arise in the case of 
RCTs carried out in the field of education. Even if the costs and potential 
harm are generally much less in educational enquiry than in medical 
research, educational researchers often see the principle of informed 
consent as a crucial aspect of showing respect towards the people who 
participate in their studies. 

The problems involved in applying the principle of informed consent can 
be particularly difficult in some kinds of qualitative research. In the case 
of interview studies of individual informants, the issues may be much the 
same as with experimental or survey research. But research that relies on 
group interviews, focus groups or observation may face greater difficulties: 

l In group interviews or focus groups, researchers may be able to 
ensure reasonably informed consent before data collection begins, but 
they may not be able to prevent at least mild informal coercion 
among participants as to whether or not to continue participation. 
Furthermore, if one person’s decision to withdraw is taken to imply 
that none of the data from the group in which they participated 
should be used, then the other participants are, in effect, being 
refused the right to participate. 

l The problems are more complex and difficult in the case of research 
relying on observation. First, there is the question of whether consent 
is always required. Consent may not be necessary when observing in 
public settings, but it is not always clear what is public and what is 
private. 
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Activity 54 
the questions, giving reasons for your standpoint in each situation: 
Consider the following scenarios and make a note of your responses to 

Allow about 
10 minutes Does a lecturer working in prison education have the right to analyse 

her experience, and publish her conclusions, without informing the 
prisoners, the relevant authorities and/or her colleagues? Consider 
the case of each of these parties separately. 

Does a student doing temporary work in a college office have the 
right to carry out covert research concerned with ethnic bias in 
admissions procedures? 

Does a teacher working in a school for young children have the right 
to carry out research on these children without informing or gaining 
the consent of their parents? What about a teacher working with 
sixteen year olds? 

How do the three cases outlined above differ from, and how are they 
similar to, a television company employee obtaining a job in an 
organisation and secretly filming there in order to produce a 
documentary on bullying and how the organisation deals with it? 

Comment 
There is no single agreed answer to these questions, and there may not 
even be any single right answer. In fact, it may be undesirable to take 
any general view. Once again, judgements are likely to vary according to 
the specifics of the research concerned. 

A researcher negotiating access for observation (rather than adopting a 
covert approach) will be faced with questions about who should be 
approached. Who has the authority to allow observation to take place in 
a setting? If the aim is to collect data in a college, it is routine to 
negotiate access with the director or principal and, through her or him, 
with teachers, and then perhaps with students and/or parents. But before 
embarking on this process, should the researcher approach some higher 
authority for permission to contact the college in the first place? For 
example, what about the relevant government department or local 
education authority? What about the teacher unions? There was a time 
when it was believed necessary to obtain the latter ’s permission to study 
their members, and in some circumstances this may still be required. 
Furthermore, if it is considered necessary to consult teachers and students 
about conducting research within a college, should this be done en masse 
and a majority decision taken, or should they be offered the opportunity 
to opt in or out of the research process individually? Is permission 
required from students’ parents and, if so, up to what age or in what 
circumstances? Clearly, then, the ethical questions involved here revolve 
around who should and should not be treated as having the right to grant 
access to what, to whom and for what purposes. Also implicated are 
issues about power and authority: who must give their permission if the 
research is to go ahead without adopting a covert strategy? It should also 
be clear that there may be conflicts among gatekeepers and various 
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groups of participants about whether the research should proceed and 
under what conditions. 

It will not always be practicable to obtain the informed consent of 
everyone within an organisation. Attempting to do so could be disruptive 
and may be seen as infringing the authority of gatekeepers. Disruption is 
a cost frequently associated with research, and, generally speaking, 
researchers seek to minimise the effects of their work on the situations 
being studied (for methodological as well as ethical reasons). Even if 
they are involved in action research, where intervention is a central 
element, there will often be a concern to minimise disruption in other 
respects. 

A question sometimes raised in discussions about research ethics, 
particularly in relation to covert research, concerns whether there is a 
‘public interest’ justification. Is it possible to argue that information about 
the way particular kinds of organisations (say, those that are publicly 
funded) operate is in the public interest, and that this therefore justifies 
deviation from the principle of informed consent? This could be seen as 
legitimising researchers being ‘economical with the truth’ when 
negotiating with gatekeepers who might refuse access in order to protect 
their own interests. Such issues are perhaps closer to those that can arise 
in the work of investigative journalists than in medical research. 

Further questions relate to what it is and is not legitimate for a researcher 
to agree to in order to secure access. Should a researcher accept access in 
return for allowing a gatekeeper to monitor all the data collected, and 
perhaps even to exercise control over what can be published? This raises 
issues not only about the independence of research but also about the 
confidentiality of the data supplied. There are cases, within and outside 
the field of education, where gatekeepers have sought, and have 
sometimes been granted, such powers (see Punch, 1994; Benjamin, 
1999). Similarly, should a researcher agree to offer services in return for 
the granting of access? For example, when researching a school in which 
her husband was deputy head, Caroline Hudson (2004) found herself 
being asked by students to find out whether ‘spit tests’ (to check on the 
consumption of alcohol) would be carried out at a school disco. She 
obtained this information and passed it on to the students, both because 
she disagreed with such testing and in the interests of maintaining good 
field relations. There could be disagreement about whether or not she 
was right to do this. 

Data collection 

Access is not something negotiated once and for all at the start of the 
research process; to some degree, it takes place throughout. There may be 
recurrent questions about what it is legitimate to expect of participants in 
a study, in terms of their time, the kinds of disruption or pressure that the 
research could cause, the information they are asked to divulge, and so 
on. There may also be questions regarding the researcher ’s role. 
Participant observation, for example, often requires the researcher to adopt 
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a specific role in the field, but what roles are and are not legitimate? 
Moreover, there may be occasions when events cause the researcher to 
feel it necessary to intervene in some way – for example, when there is 
serious lawbreaking or if someone is being subjected to, or is at risk of, 
serious harm. 

All researchers, but especially those engaging in participant observation 
and interviews, face the issue of what they should disclose about 
themselves. In the highly structured interviews characteristic of survey 
research, interviewers generally reveal little about themselves, aside from 
what can be read from their appearance and behaviour. At least, this is 
the case during the formal part of the interview; more may be disclosed 
in informal interchanges before or after the interview. However, in 
qualitative interviews, with their more unstructured format, it is common 
for interviewers to provide more information about themselves. Indeed, 
some commentators have argued that they are obliged to do this, as part 
of an appropriate reciprocity that ought to operate between researcher and 
researched (see Oakley, 1981). 

There are potential ethical problems in doing this, however. First, there is 
the danger of the researcher coming to dominate the interview, so that the 
conversation starts to centre on him or her rather than on the informant. 
Another issue relates to the effects on the data of providing the 
information. There is also the question of what an informant does and 
does not have the right to know about a researcher. There is surely no 
obligation to tell informants everything about oneself, but there may be 
things that they should know – for example, who is funding or sponsoring 
the research, if that could be controversial, and perhaps also relevant 
aspects of the interviewer ’s past experience. But there may be matters that 
should not or do not need to be disclosed: for example, do researchers 
studying sex education need to disclose their own sexual orientation? 

One consideration here is reciprocity. If researchers are asking for 
personal and sensitive information during an interview, is there an 
obligation that they be prepared to divulge similar information about 
themselves? But this is not the only consideration. 

A related issue concerns what it is and is not appropriate for researchers 
to ask questions about in interviews. 

Activity 55 
ask questions? Think about this for a few minutes, then make a note of 
In your view, are there any matters about which a researcher should not 

your ideas on this issue. You should complete this activity before reading 
the Comment. 

Comment 
There may be questions that are judged to be too painful or difficult for 
people to answer. For example, in a research study of education in 
children’s hospital wards, it may be judged unethical to ask children with 
terminal illnesses detailed questions about their experience of illness, 
because such questions may cause distress. 

Allow about 
10 minutes 
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There are interesting variations across categories of informant about 
what is routinely assumed to be acceptable and unacceptable. For 
example, asking children who their friends are, and getting them to rank 
these in closeness, is quite common, but asking adults the same sorts 
of question could be judged an invasion of privacy. 

We would warn against taking fixed views in the abstract about what it is 
and is not legitimate to ask, especially since how the questions are 
formulated, and the context in which they arise, are at least as 
important. 

Recording the data, analysis and writing up 

The process of recording and analysing data and writing research reports 
can also present ethical concerns. One issue here is keeping data secure in 
order to preserve confidentiality – an aspect of research that has become 
more important and more complicated with the advent of personal 
computers and the internet, since the data may be stored in multiple 
places and may therefore be accessible to more people. Another closely 
related issue is the use of pseudonyms both in the stored data and in 
published accounts, so as to preserve the anonymity of the organisations 
and people involved. Researchers will not always offer anonymity – in 
part because it is not always possible to maintain it. There are also those 
who have argued that giving anonymity to organisations and people can 
be unethical (Walford, 2002). You may have noticed that, in the DVD 
material relating to the personal, social and health education lesson, not 
only is the school named but so too are many of the people involved. By 
contrast, anonymisation is used in the data taken from the early years 
setting, apart from the first names of the children. Generally speaking, 
educational researchers attempt to preserve anonymity as far as this is 
possible, but this will vary according to circumstances. 

There are further ethical implications in the way that people and their 
behaviour are referred to and described in field notes and transcripts. For 
example, in transcribing what someone has said in an audio recording, a 
researcher may attempt to capture that person’s distinctive pronunciation 
of words, hesitations and repetitions. If extracts from these transcriptions 
are included in research reports without alteration, these people may well 
feel that they are being portrayed in a bad light, not least because of the 
contrast between how what they say is represented on the page and the 
more formal academic English that surrounds the extracts. Yet the 
researcher may believe that representing the way that people actually 
speak is important, especially where detailed discourse or linguistic 
analysis is being carried out. Again, people may use obscenities or other 
language that is deemed potentially offensive. Should this be included 
and risk offence to readers, or should it be reformulated? If it is excluded 
or changed, has the data been degraded? 

Needless to say, the actual content of what is recorded in the data and 
what is included in research reports can also present ethical difficulties. 
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Even if the source of particular comments has been disguised, some 
people may find what was said insulting or upsetting. There is an 
interesting question about whether or not this amounts to harm. Some 
would argue that it does, that it involves emotional distress; others would 
insist that viewing it in this way amounts to a taboo on truth-telling 
(Benson and Stangroom, 2006). Another problem arises when there is 
speculation, within the setting that is being investigated, about who was 
the source for a particular statement. This can have undesirable 
consequences, irrespective of whether what was said is accurate or 
inaccurate. How responsible is the researcher for this? Again, different 
views can be taken. 

Activity 56 
continues to work, in a setting that he or she is studying, the kinds of 
When the researcher is a practitioner who has worked, and perhaps 

ethical issues discussed so far may take on a slightly different, but no 
less troublesome, form. Some of them may be eased in this context, but 
others can be made more difficult. 

Select three of the problems identified in this section, and note down 
ways in which they are likely to be more or less difficult for an insider 
(a practitioner researcher), in comparison with a researcher who is an 
outsider to the setting. 

As the discussion in this section should make clear, all aspects of 
educational research can raise ethical problems. Moreover, views about 
these, including views about their seriousness, can vary considerably. 
Different ethical principles guide judgements, and these can sometimes 
be in conflict. Interpreting them in relation to particular situations always 
leaves considerable scope for differences in view. In addition, practical 
constraints may make meeting ethical requirements difficult. 

Ethical regulation 

Professional research associations have long provided ethical codes to 
guide researchers (see, for example, BSA, 2002; BERA, 2004; BPS, 
2007), but, increasingly, various modes of ethical regulation are now 
operating in relation to research. Researchers attached to universities 
must usually obtain agreement from their university’s ethics committee 
before they can proceed. Funding bodies may also request similar vetting 
of any proposed research. In the UK, students working on courses that 
involve carrying out research are now required to submit their proposals 
to university ethics committees. Finally, many organisations, particularly 
those in the health field, have their own ethics committees from which 
researchers must obtain prior agreement if their research is to go ahead. 

This kind of ethical regulation provides useful guidance, but it may also 
operate as an additional constraint on researchers, sometimes even 
preventing them from working in what they judge to be an appropriate 

Allow about 
30 minutes 
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manner. Indeed, questions have been raised about whether these forms of 
regulation are themselves ethical (Hammersley, 2006). 

Summary of Part 6 

Part 6 has covered some of the political and ethical aspects of 
educational research. It began by revisiting the notion of evidence-based 
practice, and the implications of this for educational enquiry and its 
relationship to educational practice. In examining the DVD material, you 
explored the tensions on both sides of the relationship between 
educational research and policy-making. 

This part has also addressed the general issue of the ways in which 
research is and is not, should and should not be, political. In Section 3, it 
was recognised that even research that seeks to be independent or non
partisan must, nevertheless, take account of values other than truth in 
judging what is and is not ethical practice. At the same time, you saw 
that there is much scope for disagreement over these matters. 

The days are long gone when researchers could be seen, or could see 
themselves, as operating in an ivory tower, segregated from the lives of 
others. At the same time, questions remain as to what are the distinctive 
responsibilities of educational researchers, and what contribution their 
work can reasonably be expected to make to educational policy-making 
and practice, and to society more generally. 

The next and final part of the course looks at the task of reviewing 
research literatures. 
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In earlier parts of this course, we examined key aspects of the nature of 
educational enquiry, and of its wider context. You were also introduced 
to some of the background knowledge and skills associated with 
educational research, covering both qualitative and quantitative methods. 
In this final part of the course, the aim is to help you to consolidate and 
extend your understanding of these matters. The focus will be on the task 
of reviewing research literature: evaluating, summarising, and interpreting 
or synthesising studies in a particular field or set of fields. 

Activity 57 Jot down your ideas in response to the following questions: 

What purpose, if any, do you think reviews of research literature

serve?


What audiences might have an interest in these?


Can you identify the main tasks that a reviewer would need to carry

out?


You should complete this activity before reading further. 

As we saw in Part 1, reviews have often been seen as a crucial bridge 
between research and practitioner/policy-making communities, conveying 
evidence that can inform practice and policy. It is sometimes argued that 
they are particularly important, because it is unwise to rely on the results 
of a single study, given that these are always fallible; it is much more 
sensible to draw on a larger body of studies, if these are available, since 
at least then some of the errors of individual studies should be overcome. 

Of course, reviews also play a crucial role within research communities. 
Given that the aim of any enquiry is to contribute to existing knowledge, 
researchers need to know what the current state of that knowledge is, 
where there are gaps and uncertainties, and so on. 

Literature reviews can serve a variety of functions. Moreover, as you will 
see, there are different views about the requirements they should meet 
and how this should be achieved. As a result, there is considerable 
variety in the forms that reviews take: sometimes they are designed to 
stand alone; sometimes they may be substantial book-length pieces of 
work; and sometimes they are chapters in books or dissertations. 

Allow about 
15 minutes 
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1 Types of review


For the purposes of the discussion in this section, we will distinguish 
between the following types of review: 

l annotated bibliographies 

l traditional, academic or narrative reviews 

l systematic reviews, and 

l interpretive reviews. 

These are quite fuzzy categories, and there is some overlap between 
them, but they do give a sense of the sort of differences there can be. 

Annotated bibliographies and traditional reviews 

As their name implies, annotated bibliographies contain lists of 
publications, usually in alphabetical order or, alternatively, in subject 
sections. For each publication, a brief summary is provided, and perhaps 
also an evaluation of the findings and/or of how the research was carried 
out. Some people would dispute whether annotated bibliographies are 
reviews at all, and it is certainly true that they are of value only for quite 
restricted purposes. For the most part, they are a resource, giving people 
access to a listing of relevant publications and some indication of what 
each publication contains. In the normal course of their work, many 
researchers build up a collection of file cards or of database entries about 
the literature they are using in a project. They would not usually include 
this bibliographical material, simply as it stands, in any publication: 
rather, it is a tool that they employ, not least perhaps for writing literature 
review chapters that take one of the other three forms we will discuss. 
However, it is worth noting that annotated bibliographies are occasionally 
published (see, for example, Bullock et al., 1993, pp. 32–59). 

The second type of review mentioned above is what is now typically 
called a traditional, academic or narrative review. The first two of these 
labels indicate that this was the predominant type of review in the past in 
academic work and, to a considerable extent, this remains the case. The 
word ‘narrative’ is used primarily to indicate a contrast with systematic 
reviews (see below). 

There is a continuum between these first two types of review – the 
annotated bibliography and the narrative review. Thus, it is not 
uncommon to find literature reviews in dissertations and other research 
reports that are made up of paragraphs summarising and evaluating 
particular studies. However, for most purposes, this approach is 
unsatisfactory. What an academic review generally requires is an 
assessment of how the various studies relate to one another, and a 
discussion of what can be treated as sound knowledge in the field, what 
gaps there are, what assumptions might need reconsidering, and so on. 
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There should, therefore, be an overall narrative structure to the review, in 
which discussion of the particular studies is located, in order to reach 
some tentative conclusions about what is currently known and not known 
within a particular field. 

Traditional reviews can serve two main functions. Some are aimed at 
summarising and interpreting the current state of knowledge in a 
particular academic field of work – these could be called ‘general 
reviews’. Others form part of research reports for particular studies, and 
are designed to set the scene for these. 

In the case of general reviews, the boundary of the review is usually 
established by the field of research being covered. Boundaries around 
fields are rarely clear-cut or fixed, but they are often reasonably well 
defined and recognised by those carrying out work in the area. The 
reviewer may, of course, choose to focus on a particular topic or set of 
topics within a field, rather than seeking to cover everything. Much 
depends on the size of the field and the amount of literature available. 
However, general reviews usually address a broad issue, or an 
interrelated set of issues, rather than a single very specific question. 

The requirement in reviews of this kind is to discuss the most important 
studies, and to report the main conclusions emerging from these, rather 
than to provide exhaustive coverage. At the same time, any 
disagreements should be addressed, and gaps or uncertainties identified 
and discussed. Thus, attention will usually be paid to the different 
theoretical and methodological approaches found within the field, and 
their implications for what can be treated as sound knowledge. Key 
studies will usually be examined in methodological terms, and so an 
assessment of the kind discussed in Part 5 may be carried out on these 
studies. Equally important, there will be attention given to how the 
various studies and their findings relate to one another – where they are 
in agreement and where they are at odds – and what conclusions can be 
drawn from them as a whole. 

Reviews can vary in how much emphasis they place on methodological 
assessment of studies, and in what methodological stance they take. They 
may also differ in the emphasis they give to summarising the main 
findings generally accepted by researchers in the field, on the one hand, 
and how far they put forward the reviewer ’s own distinctive evaluation 
or interpretation of these findings, on the other. Sometimes reviewers 
present novel interpretations that many of their colleagues in the field 
would challenge. 

Traditional reviews that form a chapter in a dissertation or book, or a 
section in an academic article, share some of the same features as general 
reviews. However, here the focus is on introducing the particular study 
concerned. The initial searching of the literature, the selection from it and 
the use made of the studies found will have been shaped by, and 
designed to facilitate, the developing research process. When it comes to 
preparing a literature review for publication, the aim will be to explain to 
readers the relevance of the study they are about to read, why it is 
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important, how the approach adopted relates to those that dominate the 
field, and so on. Very often, this is done by showing that there is a gap 
or weakness in the literature, which the research reported is designed to 
fill. 

Another distinctive feature of reviews that form part of research reports is 
that they may well cover several distinct literatures rather than just one. 
Innovative new research can involve bringing fields together that have 
previously not had any contact, or using a research approach that was 
developed in one field and applying it to another where it is unknown or 
much less common. In these circumstances, the review will need to cover 
the separate literatures and show how each informs the study. 

This discussion of annotated and traditional reviews may have implied 
that the main audience for traditional reviews is other researchers. It is 
certainly true that they have frequently been the main target audience. 
However, reviews of this character are often produced for non-researcher 
audiences, with modifications made in order to make the review both 
accessible and of value to these audiences. Very often, reviewers are 
interested in addressing both types of audience simultaneously. How 
successfully they do this varies, no doubt; but, in any case, readers will 
usually make their evaluation of a review in light of their own particular 
concerns, which can be quite diverse. 

Systematic reviews 

The third type of literature review, the systematic review, is rather 
different in character from the previous two. Those advocating this type 
of literature review have usually been closely associated with the 
movement calling for evidence-based practice. As might be expected, 
they start from criticism of traditional reviews. 

‘ ’ by 
Reading 22 

Evidence-informed policy and practice: challenges for social science
Read the opening sections of Chapter 7 in the Reader, entitled 

Ann Oakley. Read what she writes through to the heading ‘Critically 
appraising different study designs’. As you do this, consider the following 
questions: 

What criticisms does Oakley make of existing social and educational

research? You will find that she refers to both Ravitch’s article

(Reading 1) and Hargreaves’ article (Reading 2).


What does she propose as a solution to the problems that she

identifies?


What weaknesses does she identify in traditional reviews of research

literatures?


You should complete this activity before reading the Comment. 

Comment 
Oakley argues that educational research, and social science more 
generally, largely fail to provide the evidence required for policy-making. 

Allow about 
45 minutes 
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In this, she is echoing Hargreaves’ criticisms of the contribution of 
research to educational practice. She draws a comparison between 
social policy research and health policy research, which she believes 
reflects badly on the former. She identifies the source of the problem as 
being that much social and educational research is small in scale and is 
not governed by the logic of experimental methodology. But, above all, 
there is an absence of systematic synthesis of research findings. 

She recommends ‘establishing the methods and importance of 
systematic research synthesis’ (p. 96). It could be that she believes this 
will have an advantageous effect on the quality of educational research: 
having their work continually appraised in this way might encourage 
educational researchers, and social scientists generally, to move towards 
a methodological approach that is ‘scientific’ and concerned with 
providing evidence for effective policy-making. 

Oakley complains that many traditional reviews do not indicate what 
search procedures have been used to find relevant literature, how it was 
decided which studies are relevant, and how the validity of the findings 
was assessed. Furthermore, they tend to go ‘no further than a narrative 
synthesis’ (p. 96). One result of this, she argues, is that different reviews 
on the same topic cover different ranges of literature, with little overlap. 
She claims that this is the reason why, currently, reviews of research 
literature often produce conflicting findings, which of course causes 
major problems for any policy-maker or practitioner attempting to act in 
an evidence-based fashion. (We should note that Oakley refers to some 
of the reviews that she criticises, in the field of health promotion, as 
systematic reviews, but she intends the criticisms she is making to apply 
to traditional reviews as well. Incidentally, it should be recognised that 
she is dealing with fields in which there is a larger literature available 
than there is on many (though not all) education topics, and this has 
implications for some of the points she makes – for example, it 
increases the scope for discrepancies between the coverage of studies 
by different reviews.) 

The production of systematic reviews now operates on a large scale in 
the area of health, but also increasingly across the fields of health policy, 
education and social policy. In education, the EPPI-Centre, of which 
Oakley was the founding director, has generated a large number of 
systematic reviews across many topics. 

Benefi ‘
Reading 23 

eld, entitled Systematic reviews of educational research: does the 
You should now read the article by Jennifer Evans and Pauline 

medical model fit?’, which is in the British Educational Research Journal, 
2001, vol. 27, no. 5, pp. 527–41. This can be accessed through the 
OU Library website. You may want to refer back to Reading 1 to review 
ways of searching resources. 

These authors outline the context in which the notion of systematic 
review of research literatures emerged, and the functions which it is 
intended to serve. 

Allow about 2 hours 
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As you read their account: 

Outline what they see as the key differences between systematic

and traditional or narrative reviews.


Identify the steps that they went through in producing their review.


Note down the problems the authors report in carrying out their

systematic review of ‘Strategies to support pupils with emotional and 
behavioural difficulties in mainstream primary classrooms’? 

You should complete this activity before reading the Comment. 

Comment 
It is possible to identify a number of features that systematic reviews are 
required to have which mark them off, to some degree, from traditional 
reviews: 

l Their main intended audience is policy-makers and practitioners. 
They are designed to increase the accessibility of educational 
research findings about which policies and practices ‘work’. 

l Systematic reviewers seek to employ explicit procedures to 
determine what studies are relevant. 

l They aim at an exhaustive search for relevant literature. 

l They rely on an explicit hierarchy of research designs according to 
the likely validity of the findings these produce. Studies should be 
included or excluded on the basis of whether or not they had a 
sufficiently strong research design. Usually, randomised controlled 
trials are at the top of the hierarchy, but the value of other kinds of 
research for answering different sorts of questions may be 
recognised. 

l Systematic reviewers include in a review all the studies that meet the 
specified criteria of relevance and validity. 

l They aim to synthesise the evidence produced by these studies, 
rather than simply to summarise the findings of each study or to 
relate these in a narrative or interpretive way. In the past, systematic 
reviews tended to focus primarily on quantitative studies and 
employed meta-analysis: a set of statistical techniques designed to 
synthesise quantitative findings from multiple studies producing 
quantitative estimates of the average ‘effect size’ of a policy or 
practice. More recently, there have been various attempts to develop 
means of synthesising the findings of qualitative studies, or of 
combining those from both kinds of approach (see Dixon-Woods 
et al., 2006). 

Evans and Benefield begin by trying to refine the focus of their review, 
making it more specific. In the process, they identify the boundaries 
between what would and would not be relevant. They then check 
whether there are any existing reviews with this focus. In addition, they 
set the parameters for their search and identify key words, including 
synonyms. Next, they conduct an exhaustive search for relevant 
literature, using electronic and other means. In doing this, they check to 
find any studies on the databases that may be relevant to their focus but 
which have not been thrown up in the search. They also pursue ‘grey 
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literature’ not included on the electronic databases. They then filter the 
studies they have found in terms of whether they are empirically based, 
and via judgements about their methodological soundness. Finally, they 
seek to synthesise the findings from these studies. 

Evans and Benefield mention a number of problems. They found that 
the electronic databases were not as well developed in the field of 
education as in health, and that even those in the latter area have some 
limitations. They mention a number of specific weaknesses, such as 
delay in inclusion of studies, indexing errors, and so on. These problems 
meant that they had to complement their electronic searches with 
physical searches (often referred to as ‘hand-searching’). 

Systematic reviews are guided by certain assumptions about the nature of 
evidence and how it can be produced, and these are open to question. 
The following extract from a commentary on Evans and Benefield’s 
article makes this argument: 

A first point to be made about systematic review is that it 
assumes the superiority of what, for shorthand purposes, can 
be referred to as the positivist model of research. This is true 
in two respects. First, the methodological criteria which it 
applies in evaluating the validity of studies are characteristic 
of this model, in that what are treated as of highest value are 
studies involving explicit and replicable procedures which 
provide for physical or statistical control and/or statistical 
generalisation. So, experiments, quasi-experiments, 
randomised controlled trials, and statistical analyses of 
system inputs and outcomes are at the top of what we might 
call its ‘credibility hierarchy’. 

The second point is that systematic review also applies the 
positivist model to the task of producing reviews. Not only 
is the reviewer to judge the quality of particular studies in 
terms of positivist criteria, but the reviewing process itself 
must match similar criteria. In particular, ... it must employ 
explicit procedures in selecting and evaluating studies: 
relevance criteria must be identified, and all studies meeting 
those criteria are to be included in the review and evaluated 
in terms of whether their designs meet the specified validity 
threshold. 

Central to the positivist model is a commitment to 
procedural objectivity (Newell, 1986; Eisner, 1992): to the 
idea that subjectivity is a source of bias, and that it can and 
must be minimised. In other words, it is assumed that both 
doing research and producing research reviews can be 
pursued best by following a set of explicit rules or 
procedures. Not only is this expected to maximise the 
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chances of producing valid conclusions, but it is also valued 
on the grounds that it makes the study replicable – its 
reliability (and thereby, so the assumption goes, its validity) 
can be assessed. 

What is curious about this dual application of the positivist 
model to the task of reviewing is that it takes little or no 
account of the considerable amount of criticism that has been 
made of that model since at least the middle of the twentieth 
century. The positivist model involves a view of science that, 
critics suggest, may not capture accurately the practice even 
of natural scientists; and which, they argue, is certainly not a 
sensible ideal for studying human social life. One does not 
need to regard positivism as wholly misguided, or to be 
attracted by the most avant garde forms of postmodernism, 
to see many of the criticisms directed against it as raising 
serious problems. Indeed, much criticism of positivism has 
come from those whose commitment to scientific 
understanding is no less strong than that of the positivists. 
Putting on one side a huge literature within the social 
sciences, let me cite just one influential critical appraisal of 
the positivist project: Michael Polanyi’s argument that natural 
science necessarily relies on personal or tacit knowledge 
(Polanyi, 1959, 1966). He specifically denies that science 
can, or should attempt to, operate on the basis of fully 
explicit procedures. 

It is legitimate, in my view, to contrast science as a source of 
potential knowledge with those approaches which rely 
immediately on appeal to intuition or tradition (see Peirce, 
1965). Underlying this contrast is the idea that science seeks 
to provide evidence for conclusions, and does so in ways 
that are open to reasonable judgement by others (via 
thought-experiments, relating the findings of one study to 
those of others, carrying out parallel or related studies, etc.). 
However, the operation of science does not require that the 
process of inquiry be reduced to following a set of rules, in 
the way that calculating the results of a statistical test can be. 
This is perhaps just as well. As statisticians frequently 
emphasise, decisions about which test to use cannot be 
governed by rules: what is required is judgement that takes 
into account the purposes of the inquiry, the nature of the 
data available, and the character of the psychological or 
social processes that are being studied. Much the same is 
true of most other aspects of doing social research: 
judgement is involved, it cannot be eradicated; and 
attempting to eradicate it is unlikely to serve the task of 
research well. It is important to remember that we are not 
faced with a dichotomy between rational rule-following and 
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irrational judgment. Rather, even the most simple rule
following involves some judgement; and rational decision
making will often take the form of the interpretation of 
principles rather than the application of rules. 

(Adapted from: Hammersley, 2001, pp. 544–6) 

The goal of systematic reviewing is much the same as that of traditional 
reviewing – it is to discover what is currently known in a field or about 
some topic, although the focus is usually more specific and policy- or 
practice-relevant. However, it is believed by advocates of systematic 
review that this goal cannot be achieved by means that rely on current 
judgements by researchers in the field about what is well-established 
knowledge, or what are key studies, or by the reviewer’s own 
background expertise and judgement. Rather, a technical procedure is to 
be employed which is seen as providing objective evidence about the 
current state of knowledge. However, critics question whether reviewing, 
any more than research, can be governed by technique in this way; and, 
of course, this positivist approach is especially at odds with qualitative 
enquiry. 

Questions have also been raised about some specific parts of the 
systematic review procedure. For example, it has been argued that the 
amount of time and other resources put into seeking to achieve the 
(impossible?) task of ensuring exhaustive coverage of relevant literature 
could be more productively spent in other ways. In particular, what 
seems to be neglected is careful reading and assessment of the studies 
themselves (see MacLure, 2005; Hammersley, 2006). Indeed, it appears 
to be assumed that their findings can simply be extracted from them, 
with little attention to context. A related concern is whether it is possible 
to judge the likely validity of findings solely on the basis of whether or 
not a study meets certain abstract research design criteria. A different 
approach was adopted in Part 5, one that was sensitive to the particular 
knowledge claims that were being made, and how plausible and credible 
they were. 

At the same time, it could be argued that the quality of many traditional 
reviews is open to question, not least in the ways identified by advocates 
of systematic review. It is not uncommon to find little information about 
what the boundaries of the review are – what sorts of literature have and 
have not been included, what is the time frame, and so on. Reviews also 
sometimes seem to accept the findings of studies at face value, or to 
evaluate them without providing evidence to support this (see 
Hammersley and Foster, 2002). You may remember Oakley’s complaint 
that ‘most literature reviews in social science are selective, opinionated 
and discursive rampages through literature which the reviewer happens to 
know about or can easily lay his or her hands on’ (Reader, p. 96). This is 
a gross exaggeration, but there are undoubtedly serious weaknesses in 
many traditional reviews. 
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In short, the idea of ‘systematic’ reviews is based on a critique of the 
traditional concept of an academic literature review, and applies positivist 
ideas about the need to adhere to explicit procedures that can be 
replicated. It also tries to replace the reviewer ’s interpretation of the 
research findings with some formal means of aggregation or synthesis. 
This is designed to facilitate the cumulation of knowledge. It is also 
important to note that the audience for systematic reviews is generally 
not fellow researchers but, rather, practitioners and policy-makers. The 
aim is to make knowledge available in the most usable form by 
addressing a particular practical question about the effectiveness of some 
policy or practical technique. The match between this and the demands 
made on educational research by the evidence-based practice movement 
should be clear. 

Interpretive reviews 

The final type of review discussed here – the interpretive review – is, by 
its nature, less clearly defined than the others, and the label is much less 
commonly used. Nevertheless, it is worth examining because it offers the 
sharpest contrast with systematic reviews, and indicates the direction in 
which some qualitative researchers wish to go in writing reviews. In 
many respects, systematic reviewing is based on ideas that are intrinsic to 
much quantitative research. By contrast, interpretive reviewing depends 
on ideas that are common among many qualitative researchers today. As 
the name implies, it is shaped by interpretivism, but also to a large extent 
by ‘critical’ theory and constructionism as well. 

’
Reading 24 

subject of interpretive reviews , which is in the Review of Educational 
You should now read the article by Margaret Eisenhart, entitled ‘On the 

Research, 1998, vol. 68, no. 4, pp. 391–9. This journal can be accessed 
through the Open Library website. You may want to refer back to 
Reading 1 to review ways of searching for online resources. 

As you do this, consider the following questions: 

What does Eisenhart see as the key function of an interpretive

review?


What would be involved in producing such a review?


Do you think the kind of review Eisenhart is advocating would be of

value? Think about this in relation to some area in which you are 
interested and/or about which you have knowledge. 

You should complete this activity before reading the Comment. 

Comment 
Eisenhart sees the key function of an interpretive review as being the 
same as interpretive studies generally: the aim should be to reveal 
‘something surprising, startling or new’ in a way that ‘disrupts 
conventional understanding, or, in the vocabulary of ethnography, that 
“makes the familiar strange” (Erickson, 1986, p. 121)’ (Eisenhart, 1998, 
p. 392). Later in the article, she hints that interpretive reviews should 

Allow about 2 hours 
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challenge currently dominant socio-political ideas. The discussion here is 
reminiscent of Ball’s argument about the role of theory in his Reader 
chapter (see Reading 4). 

Eisenhart does not make clear what would be involved in producing 
such a review. Indeed, she seems to draw little distinction between 
primary studies and literature reviews. What is clear, though, is that the 
process of writing an interpretive review would be very different from 
what is involved in producing systematic reviews. The emphasis is on 
the imagination and interpretive insight of the researcher, certainly not on 
the following of standard procedures. Also essential, in line with 
interpretivist philosophy, is a willingness to suspend one’s own 
assumptions in the face of discrepant points of view. At the same time, 
Eisenhart seems to believe that interpretive reviews should be framed 
within particular political or moral values. 

We will leave you to answer the third question for yourself. 

There are some short commentaries on Eisenhart’s paper in the same 
issue of the Review of Educational Research, by Shuaib Meacham 
(1998) and Thomas Schwandt (1998), and two more in the following 
issue, by Lather (1999) and Livingston (1999), which you may wish to 
read. 

Eisenhart contrasts what would be required for interpretive reviews with 
the more conventional notion of research reviews as ‘stories about stone 
walls’ (Eisenhart, 1998, p. 394). She writes that ‘Reviews that offer 
surprising and enriching perspectives on meanings and circumstances 
would have to shake things up, break down barriers and cause things (or 
thinking) to expand’ (p. 394). Rather than settling matters, compacting 
knowledge down to eliminate the gaps, which seems to be implied by the 
image of the wall, interpretive reviews should be more like groundswells: 
they need to ‘heave up “what we already learned” (the wall), not settle it; 
they would reveal previously hidden or unexpected possibilities (i.e. lay 
bare the wall’s supports and components or transform its shape). They 
would create a new but temporary order (stasis) for those things which 
were disrupted’ (p. 394). In summary, ‘reviews-as-groundswells wouldn’t 
give readers stories of walls; they would give us stories that startle us 
with what we have failed to notice about a wall and the possibilities for 
new thinking that arise from different ways of viewing or using it and its 
parts’ (p. 395). 

As this quotation of a key part of Eisenhart’s argument makes clear, she 
is challenging the idea that, through research, knowledge gradually 
accumulates into a wall-like structure, with the task of each new study 
being to add another brick, and with the role of reviews being to survey 
the architecture of what has been built so far. Instead, she sees the 
function of both interpretive studies and interpretive reviews as being to 
undermine or unsettle existing knowledge – perhaps doing some 
rebuilding, but always with the recognition that what is produced can 
only be temporary, destined to be overturned in a future upheaval. 
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Activity 58 
the history of natural science put forward by Kuhn, which was outlined in 
The points that Eisenhart makes have some parallels with the view of 

Allow about 
10 minutes 

Box 7 in Part 2. Look back at that box and remind yourself of his 
argument. 

What are the similarities between Kuhn’s ideas and Eisenhart’s 
perspective? 

What are the differences? 

Comment 
Like Eisenhart, Kuhn challenges the idea that scientific development 
involves the gradual cumulation of knowledge. Rather, he claims, the 
history of natural science is punctuated by revolutions in which the 
whole basis on which previous work was carried out is overturned. 
Furthermore, the task of bringing about a revolution, and finding an 
alternative paradigm, necessarily relies upon imagination, interpretation 
and judgement. 

At the same time, there are some important differences between the 
positions of Eisenhart and Kuhn. The latter sees natural science as 
operating most of the time within the framework of a paradigm, tackling 
the puzzles that it throws up, and developing knowledge within it, rather 
than seeking to challenge the paradigm. Here, wall-building seems to be 
the order of the day. Furthermore, when a new paradigm takes over 
from an old one it must be able to explain what the previous paradigm 
could explain and also resolve the anomalies it faced. So there is still a 
notion of progress built into Kuhn’s position: later paradigms are viewed 
as superior to earlier ones. By contrast, Eisenhart seems to see the 
value of the new interpretations put forward by interpretive work mainly 
in terms of their ‘challenging’ character. Of course, she does also 
mention the value of widening our perspective to recognise a broader 
range of possibilities. She writes: 

Isn’t it conceivable that were we to take ... two accounts ... and 
consider each of them with respect to their logic, contexts of 
production and use, and potential for improving communication 
across social boundaries, that we might be pleasantly surprised to find 
that both have something important to contribute to a new 
understanding ...? We might also be surprised to find that together 
they enable us to grasp many more possibilities – for thought, action, 
and change – than either one alone. 

(Eisenhart, 1998, p. 397). 

This could imply some notion of progress but it does not seem to 
indicate progressive knowledge development. It is also not made clear 
why ‘grasping many more possibilities’ is desirable: there is an implicit 
assumption here that might be open to question. 

Of course, Kuhn was concerned with natural science, while Eisenhart is 
writing about interpretive educational research, and this in itself may 
explain the differences between them. However, it seems likely that the 
source of those differences goes deeper than this. 
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The notion of an interpretive review, as put forward by Eisenhart, 
contrasts not only with systematic reviews but also with traditional 
reviews. The latter usually rely on some notion of the development of 
knowledge – of new studies adding to, correcting or developing previous 
work in order to build a more reliable body of knowledge. As you saw, 
Eisenhart seems to reject this as regards interpretive reviews, although 
she acknowledges that other kinds of review can be legitimate for their 
own purposes. She does not argue that all reviews should take an 
interpretive form: she suggests that the implication of her argument ‘is 
that there should be room for reviews that expose forces that stress walls, 
just as there is room for reviews that build them’ (p. 395). It is not 
entirely clear, however, whether she sees these as complementary. Indeed, 
what she writes could suggest that different research traditions should 
each produce their own kind of review. She seems to assume a 
dichotomy here: the preoccupation with wall-building versus a concern 
with bringing about upheavals that displace walls, this owing much to 
‘critical’ research and constructionism. 

She makes clear her own preference for interpretive reviews. Moreover, it 
seems that these reviews are not to be guided solely by a concern with 
producing new, challenging perspectives. She tends to downplay the kind 
of methodological assessment of knowledge claims that is part of 
traditional reviewing. She writes: ‘Theoretical summaries, proper 
techniques, researcher biases, and so on are not the gold standard ...; 
provocative, empirically rich, and politically situated interpretations are’ 
(p. 395). It may be that ‘empirically rich’ here refers to some notion of 
validity, but this is not clear. Neither is it obvious what exactly 
‘politically situated’ means. But this phrase does perhaps imply that 
reviews should be framed in terms of moral and political values, and 
ones of a particular character. This is the point where she seems to draw 
most obviously on the ‘critical’ tradition. 

This is particularly evident in her discussion of the extract from Naylor’s 
novel. It seems that what is wrong with the study carried out by Reema’s 
son is not just that it employed ‘objective ethnographic methods’, but 
that its effect was to reinforce ‘well-known stereotypes of rural blacks’ 
(p. 396). In other words, what is wrong is that ‘his findings would add 
strength to theories of cultural deficiency ... [His] insider’s account, ... 
would add special strength to a wall that marks difference and status 
between educated and uneducated, urban and rural, black and white’ 
(p. 396). The reasons for challenging this particular wall are obviously 
political. 

However, we are not told enough to make a sound judgement about the 
nature of the findings and methods of the study undertaken by Reema’s 
son, and of course it is part of a fictional account anyway. But it is worth 
noting that the view about ethnic differences that is currently dominant, 
and taken for granted, in much official discourse today is actually more 
similar to Eisenhart’s than to the one she believes needs challenging. In 
many countries now, it is common for official statements to stress the 



254 E891 Educational Enquiry: Study Guide 

value of cultural differences, the falsity of stereotypes, their role in 
reinforcing inequities, and so on, although, of course, this does not 
necessarily reflect any significant change in practice. Given this fact, the 
kind of account that Eisenhart wants Reema’s son to produce would not 
be surprising or shocking to many people. By contrast, the kind of 
account she interprets him as putting forward would probably be found 
shocking in many quarters! This suggests that Eisenhart sees a particular 
set of political values as integral to the notion of the interpretive review: 
this frames judgements about what is to be challenged, and in favour of 
what. Shock value is not enough, and may not always even be necessary. 

Eisenhart also seems to draw on constructionism. She plays down the 
role of evidence in favour of a concern with producing a novel and 
politically ‘enriching’ perspective. Indeed, as with some other qualitative 
researchers today, she implies that the approach of the interpretive 
researcher should be like that of the novelist. Some of the commentaries 
on her article take a similar line. 

It is important to note that interpretive reviewing, as presented by 
Eisenhart, would certainly not be accepted as legitimate by all qualitative 
researchers. While it draws on some elements of interpretivism and 
‘critical’ theory, it is at odds with other elements of these approaches. 

2 Common issues in all reviewing 

What this discussion has made clear is that anyone approaching the task 
of reviewing must take account of the implications of different 
methodological philosophies for how they go about their work. At the 
same time, it is worth emphasising that all reviewers face a common set 
of important questions to which they must respond, one way or another: 

How are relevant studies to be found? 

Which studies are to be included? 

How are the studies and their findings to be evaluated? 

How will they be brought into relationship with one another? 

How is the review to be structured? 

What is important is that, in producing a review, the strategies for 
dealing with these issues are compatible with the intended purpose and 
target audience. Some stance must be taken on all of them, whether one 
is producing a review for a researcher audience or for a group of 
educational practitioners or policy-makers; whether one is influenced by 
positivism, interpretivism, the ‘critical’ tradition, constructionism, or 
some other perspective; whether one is producing a literature-review 
chapter in a dissertation, an article for a journal, or a book-length review 
of the literature in some field. 
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Reading 25 
One possibility is to look at the systematic review that Evans and 
We would like you to read an example of a review of research literature. 

Allow about 2 hours Benefield produced in 2003, entitled ‘Support for pupils with emotional 
and behavioural difficulties (EBD) in mainstream primary classrooms: a 
systematic review of the effectiveness of interventions’, which you read 
about earlier. This can be found by searching the EPPI Centre website 
at http://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/; in the ‘Evidence Library’, choose the 
option to ‘Search for reviews’. You will find a short summary at that web 
address, and from there you will be able to access the full text. 

Alternatively, you are free to select a review in an area in which you 
have some interest or about which you have background knowledge. 
You will find a range of, broadly systematic, reviews on the 
EPPI-Centre website. You can search this archive in various ways. 
Each review is given a brief summary, but you will need to get access 
to the full text. 

Another source of reviews is the Review of Educational Research, 
which you have already accessed via the OU Library resources. Each 
issue contains several reviews, though the focus is primarily on US 
research. 

You may already know of a review that you would like to look at, in 
which case by all means work on that. 

Please note that you are not being asked to do a full appraisal of the 
review that you have chosen, but rather to get a sense of its character 
and how it was produced. As you examine the review that you have 
selected, consider the following questions: 

How was each of the five issues listed at the start of this section 
dealt with? You may not be able to find information on all of these, 
but note what information is and is not available. 

To which of our four types of review is the one you have considered 
closest in character? 

What are its strengths, from your perspective? 

Does it have any serious limitations? 

Summary of Part 7 

This final part of the Study Guide outlined some of the issues involved in 
reviewing research literatures, and the very different forms that reviews 
can take. We identified four types of review, and looked at what these 
involved. In many ways, the arguments over the value of these types of 
review reflect the disputes about different research approaches outlined in 
Part 2. Equally important, it was stressed that reviews should vary in 
character depending on their purpose and intended audience. However, 
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anyone carrying out a review faces the same basic decisions. It is 
important that these decisions are dealt with in a reflective manner, rather 
than by default. In other words, reviewers of research literatures, like 
researchers, should be reflective practitioners – though this is not to deny 
that their work should also be evidence-based! 

n 
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Appendix: List of course activities 
The following list provides details of the activities in the Study Guide. In  
particular, it highlights those that are designated as either readings, DVD 
tasks, or activities requiring the use of ICT. The list is intended to help 
you with planning your study, so that you know how many activities 
there are in each part of the course and the amount of time allotted to 
each; you can also plan when you need to be online, have access to a 
computer or DVD player, or set aside time for a stint of reading. 

Activity no. Timing Activity type 

Introduction 

Activity 1 5 minutes 

DVD Task 1 1 hour DVD 

Part 1: Professional practice, policy-making and research 

Activity 2 5 minutes 

Activity 3 5 minutes 

Activity 4 1 hour ICT 

Activity 5 15 minutes 

Activity 6 15 minutes 

Reading 1 1 hour reading, ICT 

Reading 2 2 hours reading 

Activity 7 15 minutes 

Activity 8 20 minutes ICT 

Activity 9 15 minutes 

Activity 10 30 minutes 

Activity 11 15 minutes 

Reading 3 (Parts A–F) 3 hours reading 

Activity 12 20 minutes 

Activity 13 15 minutes 

Reading 4 3 hours reading 

Activity 14 20 minutes 

Activity 15 30 minutes 

Part 2: The nature of educational enquiry 

Activity 16 45 minutes 

Reading 5 2 hours reading 

Reading 6 2 hours reading 

Reading 7 30 minutes reading 

Reading 8 45 minutes reading 
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Reading 9 3 hours reading 

Reading 10 30 minutes reading 

Reading 11 3 hours reading, ICT 

Activity 17 20 minutes 

Activity 18 15 minutes 

Reading 12 3 hours reading 

Reading 13 1 hour reading 

Part 3: Qualitative method: basic principles 

Activity 19 30 minutes 

Activity 20 20 minutes 

Activity 21 15 minutes 

Activity 22 15 minutes 

Activity 23 15 minutes 

Activity 24 30 minutes 

Reading 14 2 hours reading 

Activity 25 20 minutes 

DVD Task 2 2 hours DVD 

DVD Task 3 2 hours DVD 

Activity 26 30 minutes 

DVD Task 4 2 hours DVD 

Reading 15 3 hours reading 

DVD Task 5 3 hours DVD 

Part 4: Quantitative method: basic principles 

Activity 27 30 minutes reading 

Activity 28 10 minutes 

Activity 29 5 minutes 

Activity 30 10 minutes 

DVD Task 6 3 hours DVD 

Activity 31 15 minutes 

Activity 32 20 minutes 

Activity 33 30 minutes 

Activity 34 20 minutes 

Activity 35 5 minutes 

Activity 36 30 minutes ICT 

Activity 37 5 minutes 

Activity 38 5 minutes 

Activity 39 10 minutes 

Reading 16 2 hours reading, ICT 
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Part 5: Reading and assessing educational research 

Activity 40 30 minutes 

Activity 41 20 minutes 

Reading 17 4 hours reading 

Reading 18 2 hours reading 

Activity 42 10 minutes 

Activity 43 10 minutes 

Activity 44 15 minutes 

Activity 45 15 minutes 

Activity 46 2 hours 

Reading 19 3 hours reading 

Part 6: The politics and ethics of educational research 

Reading 20 3 hours reading 

Activity 47 15 minutes 

Activity 48 15 minutes 

Reading 21 3 hours reading 

DVD Task 7 4 hours DVD 

Activity 49 20 minutes 

Activity 50 15 minutes 

Activity 51 30 minutes 

Activity 52 20 minutes 

Activity 53 5 minutes 

Activity 54 10 minutes 

Activity 55 10 minutes 

Activity 56 30 minutes 

Part 7: Reviewing research literatures 

Activity 57 15 minutes 

Reading 22 45 minutes reading 

Reading 23 2 hours reading, ICT 

Reading 24 2 hours reading, ICT 

Activity 58 10 minutes 

Reading 25 2 hours reading, ICT 
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