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The aim of this chapter is to explore the concept of educational research,

its purposes and processes. It presents research as an integral and essen-
tial part of professional practice, and it explores some of the key issues

which researchers need to consider when planning their research, such as

questions of subjectivity and scope; positivist and interpretivist
approaches; and the distinction between assumptions and hypotheses. In

the process, it introduces some vocabulary that will be useful to you as a
researcher. By the end of this chapter you should be able to formulate your

own answers to the questions: �Why do we do educational research?� and,

�How do we articulate and pursue our research questions?�
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Þ«·´¼·²¹ ½®·¬·½¿´ ®»­»¿®½¸ ­µ·´´­æ ¿½¬·ª·¬§

We shall return to the wording of Mo�s question shortly, but first take a
moment to think of a question about your own teaching, or the way your

institution operates, or the functioning of the education system as a whole
� the question you would most of all like to discover an answer to at this

moment. For example, it might be:

� To what extent do my head teacher�s (or principal�s) beliefs and priorities

affect my classroom practice?
Or it might be:
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� Would my students be better behaved if I changed the seating arrange-
ment in my classroom?

Or perhaps it would be:

� If national standards of achievement for post-16 learners are continuing
to rise, why does classroom behaviour seem to be deteriorating?

Take some time to think of your own particular question, and then write it

down before reading on.
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Ì¸·­ ¯«»­¬·±² °±­»­ ¿ ²«³¾»® ±º °®±¾´»³­ò Ú·®­¬ô ¸±© ©·´´ §±« ®»´·¿¾´§ ·¼»²ó

ß½¬·ª·¬§

Mo�s was a fairly straightforward example of practitioner research. Now
let�s look again at the other examples that we listed: 

To what extent do my head teacher�s (or principal�s) beliefs and priorities

affect my classroom practice?

Would my students be better behaved if I changed the seating arrange-
ment in my classroom?

If national standards of achievement of post-16 learners are continuing to

rise, why does classroom behaviour seem to be deteriorating?

And consider the following questions:

� To what extent would each of these three research questions fit neatly

into the model of the research process we�ve just looked at?
� Which of these three research questions do you think would be easiest

to answer, and why?

You should give yourself some time to think carefully about this and make
some notes. When you have some ideas that you would be happy to share,

you might find it useful to discuss them with someone else, such as a col-

league, a fellow student or a mentor.
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ß½¬·ª·¬§

� Or does it? Can you see how and where this question might well involve

some degree of subjectivity?
� And if you�ve spotted the potential difficulty, have you also spotted a

way to reduce the potential for unreliable, subjective judgements in this

research?

Take some time to think carefully about these two questions and make

some notes. When you have some ideas that you would be happy to share,

you might find it useful to discuss them with someone else, such as a col-
league, a fellow student or a mentor.
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ß½¬·ª·¬§

� What evidence could you find and present for this? 

� How reliable would it be? 

� To what extent are judgements about standards of behaviour subjective? 
� What problems does this raise for a researcher?

If you did not identify this issue as a problem, take your time to think it

through now, until you feel confident that you understand why it could

present difficulties for a researcher. Discuss it with a colleague, mentor or
fellow student if you wish.

ß½¬·ª·¬§

� What data would you need to collect here, and why?

� Can you see anything which is still problematic about the revised version
of the question?

When you have some ideas that you would be happy to share, you might
find it useful to discuss them with someone else, before reading on to com-

pare your ideas with what we have to say.
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ß½¬·ª·¬§

� Consider whether your question fits within the model of the research
process which we drew up around the �boys� achievement� question. 

� If it does, fill in the steps as we did for that question earlier. Here they
are again:

1. Reflection on your professional practice in order to identify a

question
2. Formulation of the question

3. Review of the literature which already exists on this topic

(You won�t be able to discuss what the literature suggests about the topic
until you�ve had a chance to do a literature search in the library or online.) 

4. Design of a research process to answer the question, or to test exist-

ing theories, for yourself
5. Collection of data

6. Analysis of data

7. Conclusion.

If your question doesn�t fit the model process very well, or raises some of

the questions or problems we identified earlier, such as issues about:

� subjectivity; 
� reliability; 

� unquestioned assumptions; 
� lack of opportunity for evidence collection; 

� scope or scale, 

then the best way to start on this task is to identify where your question
does and does not fit the model we�ve been looking at in this chapter, and

to reflect on alternative ways of collecting data which help you to throw

some light on possible answers. This will make a useful reference point for
some of the theories and approaches we�ll be covering in the chapters

which follow.
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´»³¿¬·½ô ¬¸·­ ·­ ²±¬ ¬± ­¿§ ¬¸¿¬ »¼«½¿¬·±²¿´ ®»­»¿®½¸ ·­ ²»ª»® ¿¾±«¬ ²«³¾»®­
¿²¼ °»®½»²¬¿¹»­ô ²±® ¬¸¿¬ ·¬ ­¸±«´¼ ¾»ò É¸»² ©» «²¼»®¬¿µ» ®»­»¿®½¸ ©¸·½¸
³»¿­«®»­ ­±³»¬¸·²¹ � ®»­°±²­»­ô ²«³¾»®­ ±º ­¬«¼»²¬­ô »¨¿³·²¿¬·±² ®»­«´¬­ �
·² º·²·¬» ¬»®³­ô ¿²¼ ·² ©¸·½¸ ©» °®»­»²¬ ±«® º·²¼·²¹­ ·² ¬»®³­ ±º ²«³»®·½¿´
¼¿¬¿ô ©» ½¿´´ ¬¸·­ ¯«¿²¬·¬¿¬·ª» ®»­»¿®½¸ò ß² »¿­§ ©¿§ ¬± ®»³»³¾»® ¬¸·­ ·­ ¬¸¿¬
¯«¿²¬·¬¿¬·ª» ®»­»¿®½¸ ³»¿­«®»­ ¯«¿²¬·¬§ ø¿´¬¸±«¹¸ ±º ½±«®­» ¬¸·­ ·­ ®¿¬¸»®
¿² ±ª»®­·³°´·º·½¿¬·±²÷ò

Þ«¬ ©¸¿¬ ·º ©» ¸¿¼ ¼»½·¼»¼ ¬± ½±´´»½¬ ¬¸» ¼¿¬¿ ·² ¿ ¼·ºº»®»²¬ ©¿§á É¸¿¬ ·º ©»
¸¿¼ ¿­µ»¼ ¬¸» ¾±§­ ¿²¼ ¹·®´­ ©¸·½¸ ³»¿²­ ±º ¿­­»­­³»²¬ ¬¸»§ °®»º»®®»¼ô ±®
©¸·½¸ ¬¸»§ ¬¸±«¹¸¬ ¬¸»§ °»®º±®³»¼ ¾»­¬ ¿¬ô ±® ©¸»¬¸»® ¬¸»§ ¬¸±«¹¸¬ ¬¸»§
°»®º±®³»¼ ¾»¬¬»® ¬¸¿² ¬¸» ±°°±­·¬» ¹»²¼»®á É¸¿¬ ¬¸»²á É» ³·¹¸¬ ­¬·´´ ¸¿ª»
½±³» ±«¬ ©·¬¸ ­±³» ­»¬­ ±º º·¹«®»­ º±® ±«® ®»­«´¬­æ �­± ³¿²§ ¾±§­ ­¿·¼ ¬¸·­�å
�­± ³¿²§ ¹·®´­ ­¿·¼ ¬¸¿¬�ò Í± ©±«´¼ ¬¸·­ ­¬·´´ ³¿µ» ·¬ ¯«¿²¬·¬¿¬·ª» ®»­»¿®½¸á ß²¼
©¸¿¬ ·ºô ·²­¬»¿¼ ±º °®»­»²¬·²¹ ¬¸» º·²¼·²¹­ ·² ¬»®³­ ±º º·¹«®»­ô ©» ¸¿¼ ½¸±­»²
·²­¬»¿¼ ¬± ¯«±¬» ¬¸» ­±®¬ ±º ¬¸·²¹­ ¬¸¿¬ ¬¸» ­¬«¼»²¬­ ¸¿¼ ¬±´¼ «­ ¿¾±«¬ ¬¸»·®
¿­­»­­³»²¬ °®»º»®»²½»­á

ß½¬·ª·¬§

Have a look again at Mo�s research question and decide whether or not we
could class this as quantitative research.

Do the boys in my class perform better on timed tests and less well on

coursework than girls?

Of course, the answer to that last question is: �It depends what data you

decide to gather and how you gather it�.

The way we planned to investigate this research question earlier in the
chapter made it a straightforward quantitative enquiry. We planned to

measure and compare results of tests and coursework, and to present our

data as numerical scores and comparisons. So if you answered on those
grounds that, �Yes. It�s quantitative research� you were right.
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Ð±­·¬·ª·­¬ ¿²¼ ·²¬»®°®»¬·ª·­¬ ¿°°®±¿½¸»­ ¬± ®»­»¿®½¸

Í±ô ¸±© ¼± ©» «­» ¬¸±­» ¬»®³­ô ¯«¿²¬·¬¿¬·ª» ¿²¼ ¯«¿´·¬¿¬·ª»á É»´´ô ©»�ª» ­»»²
¬¸¿¬ ¿ ¯«¿²¬·¬¿¬·ª» ¿°°®±¿½¸ ¬± ®»­»¿®½¸ ·­ ±º¬»² ®»¹¿®¼»¼ ¿­ ³±®» �±¾¶»½¬·ª»�
¬¸¿² ¿ ¯«¿´·¬¿¬·ª»ô °»±°´»óº±½«­»¼ ¿°°®±¿½¸ò ß²¼ ©»�ª» ­»»² ¬¸¿¬ ¼¿¬¿ ¹¿¬¸ó
»®»¼ ·² ¬¸» °®±½»­­ ±º ®»­»¿®½¸ ³¿§ ¾» ¼»­½®·¾»¼ ¿­ ¯«¿²¬·¬¿¬·ª» ·º ·¬ ¼»¿´­
©·¬¸ º·²·¬» ³»¿­«®»³»²¬­ ¿²¼ ²«³¾»®­ô ¿²¼ ¯«¿´·¬¿¬·ª» ·º ·¬ º±½«­»­ ±² °®»ó
­»²¬·²¹ ±® ·²¬»®°®»¬·²¹ °»±°´»�­ ª·»©­ô ·²¬»®¿½¬·±²­ ±® ª¿´«»­ò É» ³«­¬ ¾»
½¿®»º«´ô ¸±©»ª»®ô ²±¬ ¬± ¿­­«³» ¬¸¿¬ �¯«¿²¬·¬¿¬·ª»� ³»¿²­ ¬¸» ­¿³» ¬¸·²¹ ¿­
�°±­·¬·ª·­¬�ò Ì¸» °±­·¬·ª·­¬ ­¬¿²½» ·­ «­«¿´´§ ¬§°·º·»¼ ¾§ ¿ ®»´¿¬·ª»´§ ±¾¶»½¬·ª»
­¬§´» ¿²¼ ¿°°®±¿½¸ô ¿²¼ ­»¿®½¸»­ º±® �º¿½¬­� ©¸·½¸ ½¿² ¾» ¹»²»®¿´·­»¼å
©¸»®»¿­ ¿ ³±®» ¬§°·½¿´ ¿°°®±¿½¸ ·² ­³¿´´ó­½¿´» »¼«½¿¬·±²¿´ ®»­»¿®½¸ ©±«´¼
¾» ¿² ·²¬»®°®»¬·ª·­¬ ±²» ©¸·½¸ ¿½µ²±©´»¼¹»­ ­±³» ¼»¹®»» ±º ­«¾¶»½¬·ª·¬§
·² ¬¸» ®»­»¿®½¸»® ¿²¼ ±¬¸»® °¿®¬·½·°¿²¬­ô ³¿§ ¾» ©®·¬¬»² ·² ¬¸» º·®­¬ °»®­±²ô
¿²¼ ­»»µ­ ¬± ¬¸®±© ´·¹¸¬ ±² ¿ °¿®¬·½«´¿® ½¿­» ±® ­·¬«¿¬·±²ò Þ«¬ ·¬ ³¿§ ·²ª±´ª»
¬¸» ½±´´»½¬·±² ±º ¯«¿´·¬¿¬·ª» ±® ¯«¿²¬·¬¿¬·ª» ¼¿¬¿ô ±® ¾±¬¸ò

Ì¿¾´» ïòî ·­ ¿²±¬¸»® ­·³°´» ¬¿¾´» ¿²¼ ­«³³¿®·­»­ ¬¸» ³¿·² ½±²¬®¿­¬­
¾»¬©»»² ¬¸» °±­·¬·ª·­¬ ¿²¼ ¬¸» ·²¬»®°®»¬·ª·­¬ ¿°°®±¿½¸ò ×¬ ©·´´ ¸»´° §±« ¬±
·¼»²¬·º§ ©¸·½¸ ­±®¬ ±º ®»­»¿®½¸ §±« ¿®» ¼»¿´·²¹ ©·¬¸ ©¸»² ®»¿¼·²¹ ¶±«®²¿´
¿®¬·½´»­ô ¿²¼ ·¬ ©·´´ ¸»´° §±« ¬± ·¼»²¬·º§ §±«® ­¬¿²¼°±·²¬ ·² ¬¸» ®»­»¿®½¸ ©¸·½¸
§±« °´¿² ¬± «²¼»®¬¿µ»ò

ß½¬·ª·¬§

Now look again at your own research question which you formulated ear-
lier. You may have revised or refined it since then. You may find it useful

now to identify what sort of data is going to help you to answer it: quan-

titative or qualitative? And why? The simplified table (see Table 1.1) may
help you to arrive at an answer.

Table 1.1 Qualitative and quantitative data

Ï«¿´·¬¿¬·ª» ¼¿¬¿ Ï«¿²¬·¬¿¬·ª» ¼¿¬¿

Stories, accounts, observations presented Numbers, percentages, scores presented
in the form of: in the form of:
� Quotes from interviews and questionnaire � Graphs 

responses � Charts
� Personal reflection � Tables
� Pictures
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Table 1.2 Interpretivist vs positivist paradigms

×²¬»®°®»¬·ª·­¬ Ð±­·¬·ª·­¬

Investigates by focusing on case studies and Investigates using the model of the natural
people as individuals and groups, their histories, sciences
their personal accounts, their interactions

Often uses the first person � I, me � when writing Writes in the passive tense (e.g. An interview 
up the research (e.g. I conducted an interview �) was conducted �)

Researcher acknowledges their own viewpoint, Researcher claims the research has been
values and preconceptions and explains the conducted with maximum objectivity
measures they have taken to prevent these
from contaminating the data

Its purpose is to throw some light on and develop Its purpose is to discover �facts� which can be
understanding of particular cases and situations applied to all cases in the relevant category

The researcher may treat others involved as The researcher treats those involved as subjects
participants in rather than subjects of research

Î»´·¿¾·´·¬§ô ­«¾¶»½¬·ª·¬§ô ¬®¿²­º»®¿¾·´·¬§ô ¹»²»®¿´·­¿¾·´·¬§
¿²¼ »°·­¬»³±´±¹§

Ô»¬�­ ´±±µ ³±®» ½´±­»´§ ²±© ¿¬ ­±³» ±º ¬¸» ­°»½·¿´·­»¼ ª±½¿¾«´¿®§ ©»�ª»
»²½±«²¬»®»¼ ­± º¿®ô ¿²¼ ­±³» ¬¸¿¬ ³¿§ ¾» ²»© ¬± §±«ò ×² ®»­»¿®½¸ô ¬¸» ¬»®ó
³·²±´±¹§ ©» «­» ·­ ¿² ·³°±®¬¿²¬ ­»¬ ±º ¬±±´­ô ¿²¼ � ¿­ ©·¬¸ ¿²§ ­µ·´´»¼ ¶±¾
� ¬¸±­» ¬±±´­ ¸¿ª» ¬± ¾» «­»¼ ©·¬¸ °®»½·­·±²ò ×² ¬¸» ¼·¿´±¹«» ¾»´±©ô Ó± ¿²¼
¸·­ ®»­»¿®½¸ ¬«¬±®ô ß´·¿ô ¼·­½«­­ Ó±�­ ³»¬¸±¼±´±¹§ � ¬¸¿¬ ·­ô ¸·­ ®¿¬·±²¿´» º±®
¬¸» ¼¿¬¿ ½±´´»½¬·±² ³»¬¸±¼­ ¸» °´¿²­ ¬± «­»ò

ß½¬·ª·¬§

Now think back to Mo�s research question:

�Do the boys in my class perform better on timed tests and less well on

coursework than girls?�

Using Table 1.2 above, you might find it useful to reflect on how (a) a pos-
itivist and (b) an interpretivist researcher might approach this research and

what claims they might make for the findings.
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Ó± Í± ©¸»² ×�³ °´¿²²·²¹ ¬± ©®·¬» ¬¸·­ «°ô × ²»»¼ ¬± ©®·¬» ¿¾±«¬ ³»¬¸±¼
¿²¼ ³»¬¸±¼±´±¹§á ×�³ ²±¬ ­«®» × ¯«·¬» «²¼»®­¬¿²¼ ©¸¿¬ ¬¸» ¼·­¬·²½ó
¬·±² ·­ò

ß´·¿ ÑÕò Ó»¬¸±¼ ·­ ¿ ¼»­½®·°¬·±² ±º ©¸¿¬ §±« ¼±ô ·² °®¿½¬·½¿´ ¬»®³­ô ¬± ½±´ó
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½±«®­»©±®µ ®»­«´¬­ô ¿²¼ ­± ±²ò Ì¸» ³»¬¸±¼±´±¹§ ­»½¬·±² ·­ ©¸»®»
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¿¾±«¬ ®»­»¿®½¸æ ©±®µ­ ­«½¸ ¿­ Ñ°·» øîððì÷ô É»´´·²¹¬±² øîððð÷ô
Ý±¸»²ô »¬ ¿´ò øîðïï÷ ¿²¼ ­± ±²ô ©¸»®» ¬¸» ¿¼ª¿²¬¿¹»­ ¿²¼ ¼·­¿¼ª¿²ó
¬¿¹»­ ±º ª¿®·±«­ °®±½»¼«®»­ ¿²¼ ³»¬¸±¼­ ¿®» ¼·­½«­­»¼ò ß²±¬¸»®
©±«´¼ ¾» °«¾´·­¸»¼ ®»­»¿®½¸ ©¸·½¸ §±«�ª» º±«²¼ ·² ¬¸» ®»­»¿®½¸
¶±«®²¿´­ � ¿²¼ô ±º ½±«®­»ô ·² §±«® ½¿­» ¬¸·­ ¸¿­ ¿´®»¿¼§ °´¿§»¼ ¿ ´¿®¹»
°¿®¬ ·² ·²º´«»²½·²¹ §±«® ®»­»¿®½¸ ¼»­·¹²ò ß ¬¸·®¼ ­±«®½» ±º ¿®¹«³»²¬
±® ¶«­¬·º·½¿¬·±² ·­ °¸·´±­±°¸·½¿´ ½±²­·¼»®¿¬·±²­ ¿¾±«¬ ¬¸» ²¿¬«®» ±º
¬®«¬¸ ¿²¼ µ²±©´»¼¹» � ¬¸» ¿®»¿ ±º °¸·´±­±°¸§ ©» ®»º»® ¬± ¿­
»°·­¬»³±´±¹§ò

Ó± Í± ¿®» §±« ­¿§·²¹ × ²»»¼ ¬± ©®·¬» ¿ ©¿¬»®¬·¹¸¬ ¶«­¬·º·½¿¬·±² º±® ¬¸»
³»¬¸±¼ ×�ª» «­»¼á

ß´·¿ Ò±ò Þ»½¿«­» ²± ³»¬¸±¼ ·­ �©¿¬»®¬·¹¸¬�ò Ì¸»®» ¿®» ¿´©¿§­ °±¬»²¬·¿´
º´¿©­ ¿²¼ ¼±«¾¬­ò Þ«¬ ©¸¿¬ §±« ¼± ²»»¼ ¬± ¼± ·­ ¬± ¼»³±²­¬®¿¬»ô ¿­
º¿® ¿­ °±­­·¾´»ô ¬¸¿¬ §±«�®» ¿©¿®» ±º ¬¸»­»ò Í±ô º±® »¨¿³°´»ô ©¸»² §±«
©®·¬» ¿¾±«¬ ¬®§·²¹ ±«¬ ¬¸» ¬·³»¼ ¬»­¬­ §±« ­¸±«´¼ ¿½µ²±©´»¼¹» ¬¸»
°±­­·¾·´·¬§ ¬¸¿¬ ¿²§ ·³°®±ª»³»²¬ ·² ¬¸» ¾±§­� °»®º±®³¿²½» ³·¹¸¬ ¾»
½±·²½·¼»²¬¿´ô ±® ³·¹¸¬ ¾» ¼«» ¬± ¬¸» ²±ª»´¬§ ±º ¬¸» ¿½¬·ª·¬§ ®¿¬¸»® ¬¸¿²
¬¸» ²¿¬«®» ±º ¬¸» ¬»­¬ ·¬­»´ºò Ç±« ­¸±«´¼ ¿½µ²±©´»¼¹» ¬¸» °±¬»²¬·¿´ º±®
«²®»´·¿¾·´·¬§ ·² §±«® ³»¬¸±¼ ¿²¼ »¨°´¿·² ¬¸» ­¬»°­ §±«�ª» ¬¿µ»² ¬±
³·²·³·­» ¬¸·­ò ×² §±«® ½¿­»ô §±«�®» ¹±·²¹ ¬± ®»°»¿¬ ¬¸» ¬»­¬­ ¬± ­»»
©¸»¬¸»® ¬¸» ¼¿¬¿ ·­ ®»°´·½¿¬»¼ � ·² ±¬¸»® ©±®¼­ ¬¸¿¬ ¬¸» º·®­¬ ¬·³»
©¿­²�¬ ¿ º´«µ»ò

Ó± Î·¹¸¬ò × ¬¸·²µ ×�ª» ¹±¬ ¬¸¿¬ ²±©ò Ó»¬¸±¼ ·­ ©¸¿¬ ¿²¼ ¸±©ô ¿²¼
³»¬¸±¼±´±¹§ ·­ ©¸§ò Þ«¬ ½¿² ©» ¶«­¬ ¹± ¾¿½µ ¬± »°·­¬»³±´±¹§ º±® ¿
³·²«¬»á

ß´·¿ Ç»­ô ±º ½±«®­»ò Û°·­¬»³±´±¹§ ·­ ¬¸» ¬»®³ ©» «­» º±® ¬¸» ­¬«¼§ ±® ¬¸»
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Î»­»¿®½¸ ¿²¼ °®±º»­­·±²¿´·­³æ ®»º´»½¬·ª» ¿½¬·ª·¬§

We began this chapter by looking at the question of why we undertake

educational research. Our answer so far has been that we can use it to
inform and enhance our practice. But it serves another purpose, too. By

involving us in reflection upon our own practice and how we can monitor,

regulate and improve it, it marks us out as professionals. Carr and Kemmis
(1986: 9�10) argue that:

if teaching is to become a more genuinely professional activity, three
sorts of development will be necessary. First, the attitudes and practices
of teachers must become more firmly grounded in educational theory
and research. Secondly, the professional autonomy of teachers must be
extended to include the opportunity to participate in the decisions that
are made about the broader educational context within which they oper-
ate; that is, professional autonomy must be regarded as a collective as
well as an individual matter. Thirdly, the professional responsibilities of
the teacher must be extended so as to include a professional obligation
to interested parties in the community at large.

1. Which three key features do the authors identify as distinguishing what
we mean by a �profession�?

2. To what extent do you agree with this analysis?
3. How would you apply their argument to the context or sector in which

you yourself teach?

(Continues)
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Õ»§ °±·²¬­

� The purposes of educational research.

� Key steps in the research process.
� The importance of dissemination in educational research.

� Epistemology: what can we �know� for sure?

� What is qualitative research?
� Positivist and interpretivist approaches.

� Problems of subjectivity and scope.

� Assumptions and hypotheses.
� Reliability, transferability and generalisability.

� Why we should see research as a defining aspect of professional engage-

ment with practice.

(Continued)

Although this was written over a quarter of a century ago, we believe it is

as relevant now as it has ever been. The status of the professional working
in the field of education and training is enhanced by engagement in

research and by the dissemination of good practice to the wider commu-

nity. And we would add to this a belief, which we shall return to in the
chapters which follow, that qualitative research in education is valuable

above all for its potential to change lives for the better, both those of

teachers and of learners, and of the community at large.
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