1 Introduction

The book is about doing empirical research, and methods for doing empirical research.  In Chapter 1, there are five main themes.

Empirical research, data, quantitative and qualitative data (sections 1.1, 1.2, 1.3)

I spend a lot of time on the word ‘empirical’.   It is central to understanding the logic of research.  It is also a poorly understood term.  I also spend time discussing the question: What is an empirical question?  How do we distinguish between empirical and non-empirical questions?   (I illustrate with examples of the type: ‘What is the meaning of life?’ vs ‘What do (some group of people) think is the meaning of life?’).  One common misconception is that empirical means quantitative.  I stress that it includes both quantitative and qualitative data.

Quantitative data: data as numbers; numbers are produced by measuring; the process of measurement; I stress that the process of measurement models what we regularly do in everyday life, but that there is nothing God-given about numbers, on the contrary numbers are very much man-made.

Qualitative data: (mostly) words; in research, words come from asking (interviews), watching (observation), reading (documents).

The increasing tendency to combine both quantitative and qualitative data   –  mixed methods research.  Connect this point to methodological history (theme 4 below).

The importance of logic and understanding (section 1.5)

My objective in this book is for students to see the logic of the process behind empirical research.  This applies both to the overall process itself, and to each main stage of the process – design, data collection, data analysis.

I see it as one of my main tasks to ‘demystify’ the research process.  I want to show students that empirical research is fundamentally driven by a simple, but powerful, set of ideas; in other words, by a logic which is not difficult to understand.

I want students to have a clear understanding of this logic.  This means we are all ‘on the same page’ as the class proceeds.  

I often find that there are widely varying (and some bizarre) conceptions of research, among a new group of research students.  One common one is that ‘research is only for those people of superior intelligence.’  Therefore I stress that the idea of research as ‘organized common sense’ is valuable.  I want to show that good research is within the capacity of many people, that the qualities that drive it are organization, the systematic, thorough and careful attention to details, and internal consistency and logic, rather than some notion of ‘genius’, or superior intelligence.  I use Edison’s famous ‘99% perspiration 1% inspiration’ quote to make this point.

Research questions and a model of research (section 1.7)
The centrality of research questions – Questions come before methods; against ‘methodolatry’

Numerous examples can be found of putting methods before questions.  Quantitative example: ‘Tell me about your research’; response: ‘I’m doing a multivariate analysis of variance’.  Qualitative example: ‘Tell me about your research’; response: ‘I’m doing a grounded theory study’.  In both cases, the response indicates a method.  Another very common example:  Students often ask: ‘Should I do a quantitative study or a qualitative study?’  The response is obvious: ‘It depends on what you are trying to find out.’  The question is a question about methods – quantitative or qualitative.  The answer is that research questions have to come first.

I stress the model of research mostly without hypotheses, but this depends on context.   I want students to be able to reproduce this model, and to be able to describe and explain it.  (This includes the division into pre-empirical and empirical stages shown at the bottom of the diagram, p.11).  I believe it helps students to see the logic of empirical research.  

Brief methodological history

It is important for students to understand the major developments in methodology over the last 40 or so years.  They can be summarized by saying:

In the last 40 or so years, qualitative research has moved from a marginal to a mainstream position.
Why and how this very major change happened at this time is a fascinating question in the sociology of knowledge – but of course beyond the scope of this book.

Note two points about this statement:

· qualitative research methods were not invented 40 years ago; they were always there, but marginal

· quantitative methods are not dead today; they are very much alive, and I’m sure they always will be

These points are worth stressing because of common misunderstandings.

The major change described above did not happen smoothly, and the history behind the paradigm wars is briefly discussed in chapter 2.  This major change has happened across all of the social sciences, but at different speeds.  The embrace of qualitative methods was as enthusiastic in education research as in any of the social science areas.  The paradigm wars were also at their most bitter in the field of education research (see the AERA journal The Educational Researcher during the 1970’s and 1980’s).  They were based on this sort of either-or thinking (still observable in some places today):

Either:  quantitative research is the only way to do real research, anything else is a waste of time; 

or:  qualitative research is the only way to do real research, anything else is a waste of time.

In several places in the book, I argue strongly against this either-or thinking.

 A subsequent historical development, not as significant as qualitative methods moving from marginal to mainstream, but important nonetheless, is the development of mixed methods research.  Mixed methods research combines quantitative and qualitative methods and data in some way. The development of mixed methods research required moving past the either-or mentality of the paradigm wars, to a more pragmatic approach which can include both.  Mixed methods is the subject of Chapter 13.

Hence this useful little summary of the methodological history:

Wave 1 – the historical domination of quantitative methods

Wave 2 – the emergence and acceptance of qualitative methods

Wave 3 – the combination of both into mixed methods

Science, the social sciences, education as an applied social science (section 1.6)

Some conception of science is required in order to call research scientific.  The conception I prefer is described in section 1.6.  It stresses that science as a method has two main parts – theory and data.  

Theory here means explanatory theory – theory which explains (‘substantive theory’, see Chapter 2, sections 2.1, 2.2).  Data here means that scientific theories have to be tested empirically.  As one writer said: ‘Science as a method accepts the authority of empirical data’.

The social sciences apply this way of building knowledge to the study of human behaviour.  Among the many different approaches to studying the behaviour of people, long standing distinctions between the established social sciences are useful.  Thus, for example:

Psychology tends to focus on the behaviour of the individual person 

Sociology tends to focus on the way behaviour is influenced by people’s membership of groups, organizations, etc

Anthropology tends to focus on the way behavior is influenced by larger cultural units to which people belong

Economics tends to focus on rational decision making by people, individually and in groups

Political science tends to focus on relationships of power, influence and authority among people.

This five-fold schema gives us five subfields within education research:

Educational psychology

The sociology of education

The anthropology of education

The economics of education

The politics of education 

This is what is meant by saying that education can be described as an applied social science.  In this view, the study of education can be defined as:

The study of human behavior in an educational setting from a psychological/sociological/anthropological/economic/political science point of view.
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