3 Context and Ethics of Education Research

In many places, there are new moves to re-connect researchers and practitioners in education.  These moves take different forms.  There has typically been a large gulf between the world of research and the world of practice.   

One form, gaining in popularity in several places, is the teacher-researcher.   There is the history of action research (see pp.135-138) to remind us that bringing research and action together in education is not straightforward.  However, some of the main ideas in this book fit well with the idea of the teacher-researcher.  Specifically, behind empirical research – quantitative, qualitative or mixed methods - lies a straightforward logical model of inquiry, which is based on using evidence (data) to answer research questions.  Practitioners have no trouble understanding this model, which means that worthwhile research is within the reach of many.

At the same time it is necessary to:

· Realize the limitations and possible biases of small scale empirical studies, while appreciating their potential contribution

· See the importance of the quality of data

· Realize there are often more advanced technical issues (concerning design, data collection and data analysis), which sit ‘on top of’ the basic model, and where specialist advice and assistance is needed

Box 3.1 (p.41) notes the collaboration between The Graduate School of Education at The University of Western Australia, and the Hwa Chong Institution, a prestigious school and junior college, in Singapore.  This innovative collaborative model has now been running for some eight years, and involved GSE staff teaching the graduate programs directly to the school/college staff, on location in Singapore.  

Relevant also is the current emphasis on evidence based practice – a concept or ‘movement’ which has spread rapidly across the professions, and now appears regularly in policy statements in different professions.  

Another aspect of this is to understand the role and contribution that can be made by small scale studies.  It is not necessary to make extravagant claims about their contribution, so understanding also their limitations is important.  But a central point to understand is that knowledge in any field progresses more from an accumulation of results across multiple studies than from the results of one definitive study.  Thus small scale studies which acknowledge their limitations and possible biases have contributions to make, especially when the results they produce fit in with the pattern of evidence accumulating from other studies.   The point about Piaget (Box 3.2, p.43) usually surprises students.  

Researching your own classroom (section 3.4)
I stress here that I disagree with the ‘knee-jerk’ negative reaction which sometimes exists to a proposal for researchers to study their own classroom, school or college.  I think the key points to make here are:

· There is always a ‘researcher position’ in a piece of empirical research (the positionality of the researcher).  That is, any researcher ‘comes to’ the project from some position or other, whatever type of project it is.  This is just as true for the so-called detached objective scientific researcher doing quantitative research as it is for the participant observer doing ethnography.  This point is clearly made by Denzin and Lincoln in early chapters of their first Handbook of Qualitative Research.  

· All positions from which researchers come to their projects have certain strengths and certain weaknesses.   Therefore, what is needed is analysis of the positionality of the researcher in the planning of the research. 

· Analysis and discussion of the weaknesses of a position can often throw up suggestions for controlling, minimizing and perhaps eliminating particular weaknesses.  

When seen in this light, teacher-researcher-own-classroom research often becomes more acceptable.  But the analysis is necessary, as is a clear identification of possible weaknesses.  In my own institution, and others in which I work, there are an increasing number of teacher-researcher-own-classroom studies. 

Research with children (section 3.5)
A central teaching point for me here is to show the major change in the last two decades in assumptions underlying research with children, and to show how it is consistent with the major methodological changes which have occurred in education research in the last thirty or so years.   Interestingly, this change in research with children parallels very closely the changes which became known as ‘the new sociology of education’, which were developed primarily by researchers at the University of London Institute of Education in the early 1970s.  With classes which have some background in sociology, I spend some time on this point.  An excellent reference for it is: 

Karabel J. and Halsey A. H. (1977) ‘Educational Research: A Review and an Interpretation’.  In J. Karabel and A. H. Halsey (eds) Power and Ideology in Education.  New York, OUP.

This change to a broader view of children shows the need for qualitative methods in this area of research.  Note that this does not mean that quantitative and positivistic methods should be abandoned.  Rather, that they should sit alongside qualitative methods, and sometimes be combined with them.  In other words, research with children requires the same full repertoire of methods as we have been describing for education research in general.  

These considerations give rise to the interesting continuum on p.48.  The above change describes the move from the extreme position on the left to the next position towards the right.  The continuum easily extends to the third and fourth positions shown.  I am especially interested in the right hand box – children as researchers.  I believe we can and should teach secondary school children the principles of empirical research.  This is happening in the Singapore situation mentioned earlier.  It is also happening in the work of Mary Kellett at the Open University in the UK (see Kellett, M. (2005) How to Develop Children as Researchers. London: Paul Chapman; see also http://childrens-research-centre.open.ac.uk).  I see great scope for further developments in this area in the future.  
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