2 Theory and Method in Education Research

Methodological theory and paradigms (section 2.1)
This material comes from the philosophy of science.   It can be difficult, especially for beginning research students.  The lecturer’s judgement is required as to how relevant it is in a particular context.   (Often with students I describe this material as a ‘swamp’ – if we are not careful, we can sink down in it, and disappear without a trace.  Especially at doctoral level, I think it is important to put our feet into the swamp – students need to know that there are paradigmatic-philosophical issues underlying methods – but it is also important to be able to climb out of the swamp again).  

The Denzin and Lincoln three part framework (p.109 and p.112 of the 1994 edition) is useful in explaining what is meant by paradigms: ontology, epistemology, methodology.

I illustrate these abstract ideas with the paradigm of positivism and its assumptions about physical reality – for example, a clock on the wall in the lecture room, and whether it is still there when we all look away, in the opposite direction.  The discussion about this apparently absurd question is intended to show that we assume that physical reality (the clock) has an independent external existence (ontology), which does not depend on our act of observation but which we can nonetheless observe objectively (epistemology) and whose behaviour we can record, and analyse in order to build knowledge about it (methodology).  The important point is that these are assumptions about the nature of reality – things we assume to be true in order to deal with the world.  Of course, we almost never think about these assumptions in the case of physical reality.  Then I shift the discussion to social reality (for example, the leadership style of a school principal, or the feeling or ‘attitudinal climate’ in this lecture room right now, etc., etc.).  What assumptions do we want to make about this sort of social reality?  Is it external, independent and objective, or does it depend on people’s perceptions, and is the social ‘reality’ therefore somehow inside the heads of the people doing the perceiving rather than ‘out there’.  This shifts us from positivism towards interpretivism and constructivism.

The really important point here is that paradigms and methods are connected, and that the use of any method to do research implies the acceptance of a certain paradigm (or combination of them).  The only question is whether we are aware of this or not.  This is precisely where there has often been debate and different viewpoints among research and supervisory staff with respect especially to doctoral dissertations. 

I then use the Denzin and Lincoln classification (there are others) to summarise the main connections between paradigms and methods:

Quantitative methods – positivism

Qualitative methods – positivism, post-positivism, critical theory, constructivism

(This is taken from p.109 and p.112 of the 1994 edition of Denzin and Lincoln)

It is important for students to realize that some types of qualitative research can be positivistic, in its assumptions about ontology, epistemology, methodology - in other words, that positivism does not only go with quantitative methods.

I then discuss the apparent convergence in the methodological theory literature on the qualitative side.  From among the many paradigms possible and available for qualitative research, the two terms which seem to be increasingly used by many writers are constructivism and interpretivism.  This leads to the following simplification, which students may find useful:

Positivism versus Constructivism or Interpretivism

The methodological history leads to the distinction between paradigm driven research and pragmatic research.  I have stated my position clearly here, but I am well aware that this has been a contentious issue in many schools of education, especially at doctoral level.

I then spend some time connecting this material back to the methodological history outlined in Chapter 1, reinforcing the point that, in the last 40 years, qualitative research has moved from a marginal to a mainstream position.
Substantive theory (section 2.2)
The term theory in this sense is a confusing one, with many different interpretations and definitions in the literature.  I try to simplify by stressing that the function of substantive theory is to explain.  Thus substantive theory here really means explanatory theory.  

I then spend a little time on explanation and what it is.  This is another quite difficult concept from the philosophy of science.  I describe briefly two of the main forms of explanation:

· showing something to be an instance of a more general proposition; this form follows on from and fits in with the structure of scientific knowledge diagram on p 21.  Thus it depends on different levels of abstraction, a very important concept

· filling in the ‘missing links’ which connect variables with each other 

The structure of knowledge diagram is useful for introducing the important idea of levels of abstraction.  This is a theme throughout the book, and comes up in several places.  It is seldom dealt with in the literature, but I see it as central to the way in which research (quantitative and qualitative) proceeds, and to the way in which knowledge is built.  I realize the structure of knowledge diagram shown is a nomothetic view, and that there are other views.  But I believe it is useful for students to see it, and its main value at this stage lies in the way it demonstrates the role of different levels of abstraction.  Two specific demonstrations of this are the famous suicide example from Durkheim’s work (p.25) and especially the Charters’ example given on p.75.  If time is available, I find it is worthwhile completely ‘unpacking’ this latter example – that is why I have shown it here in full.  

Description versus explanation (section 2.3)
 I strongly distinguish between description and explanation.  It is important for students to be clear on what each means, and on how they differ from each other.  In particular, I think the term ‘descriptive theory’ which is used by some writers is both confused and confusing, because description and explanation are different.  I illustrate this difference with:

· the example about the weather (see question 5).  

· relationships between variables.  The way in which and the extent to which variables are related involves descriptive statements.  How and why the variables come to be related involves explanatory statements.   

Theory verification versus theory generation (section 2.4)
The description-explanation distinction leads naturally to the theory generation theory verification distinction.  Again, how much time to spend on this depends on the course and the level.  In an upper undergraduate or masters’ level course, I would do little more than note the distinction and move on.  If further consideration is appropriate – for example at doctoral level and/or with sociologically oriented students – I would describe the history of this distinction in terms of the theory verification emphasis of so much quantitative research in education in the 1960’s 70’s and 80’s, and of the promotion of theory generation research through the development of grounded theory and the work of Glaser and Strauss.  I would also use the opportunity to stress the connections between hypothesis testing and theory testing, leading into consideration of the role of the hypothesis in chapter 4 (section 4.7).

Question-method connections (section 2.5)
Chapter 1 argued strongly that research methods are tools for answering research questions, and that research questions therefore have a logical priority over methods.  This means that we first establish what we are trying to find out, and then consider the methods we will need to do that.  In the end, what matters is question-method fit, as part of the internal consistency of a piece of research.  For research students, I have no doubt that the best general way to achieve this is by concentrating first on the development of research questions. 

Another aspect of this connection is the implication of the way research questions are asked for methods chosen.  A proposal reader should not get surprises on this point.  A surprise occurs when there is inconsistency between the way a question is asked and the subsequent description of the method chosen to answer it.  A common example is as follows:

A research question is asked in the form: what is the relationship between some X and some Y?   This way of asking the question carries quantitative connotations.  It implies a quantitative approach, whereby X and Y will be measured and their relationship studied through the quantitative data.  Thus the expectation of most readers of a proposal will be that a quantitative study is being proposed, based on this phrasing of the question.   These readers will therefore be surprised if later in the proposal, under methods, they read that a qualitative case study approach will be used.  Note that the inconsistency here is not explicit, and nor is it a necessary inconsistency.  That is, we can study how two things are related in a qualitative case study.  Rather, the problem is the expectation for a quantitative approach that has been set up through the way the question is phrased, which is then not met.  

There are two ways to deal with this sort of situation:

(a) Phrase the question differently – for example, in what ways do X and Y go together, or how are they connected?   Or

(b) Make it clear very early on in the proposal that a qualitative case study strategy is central to the study.  That is, frame it or set it up this way right from the start.  This point connects with the overall logic of a research proposal, discussed in sections 13.4 and 15.2.

Prespecified versus unfolding (section 2.6)
This is another topic which requires judgement about its relevance in particular situations.  If it is judged to be relevant, and unfolding studies are being planned, I think it is important to spend some time on proposal writing for unfolding studies.  Special arguments need to be constructed – see section 15.2 
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