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RESEARCH IN EDUCATION

Summary

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?’

.

Key words used in this chapter: qualitative, quantitative, subjectivity, inter-
pretivist, positivist.
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Educational research - why do we do it?

If someone asked us why we do educational research, we would probably
come up with an answer along the lines of: ‘We carry out research into edu-
cation in order to help us — and others — to a better understanding of what
constitutes effective teaching and learning.” The focus of the research may be
about issues as disparate as funding, student behaviour, inclusion, teacher
education or social justice; but in the end the purpose of the enquiry — the
use to which its discoveries are put — will normally be to improve the effec-
tiveness of our professional practice and the systems within which we
operate to support learners in their learning. We shall be arguing throughout
this book that research, both into our own professional practice and into the
impact which policies have upon its context and content, is central to the
concept of teaching as a profession.

Gender and the geography teacher

Mo teaches Geography to 11- to 16-year-olds. He has noticed over the past
three years that the girls consistently perform better than the boys, both in
their homework and in classroom activities. This pattern is apparent across
all year groups. Mo is undertaking a Master’s degree in education as part of
his continuing professional development, and decides that he would like to
focus on this issue as part of his research project. As a first step he must for-
mulate his research question. After some thought, he comes up with the
following:

e Why do the boys in my classes achieve less well overall than the girls?

T anE - or e

Building critical research skills: activity F

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 | 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.

Now let’s look again at Mo’s question — ‘Why do the boys in my classes
achieve less well overall than the girls?” — and consider it in more detail.
Why, for example, might he need the answer, and what use could he make
of it?

An obvious reason for wishing to answer this question is that it might help
him to arrive at strategies which would enable him to help the boys improve
their attainment levels and work to their full potential as the girls already
appear to be doing. Even as he formulates the question, he might well have
some possible answers in mind. For example, he might suspect that the sub-
ject matter, or the teaching resources, or even his own style of teaching are
likely to engage the girls more easily than the boys. The answer that he might
have in mind we can call his hypothesis. It might be a conclusion which
he’s come to as a result of his own observation and experience; or it might
be an idea which has been proposed by another researcher whose work he’s
read in an academic journal, and which he wants to test out for himself. On
the other hand, he may have no preconceived idea of the answer at all. In
that case, his research will not be testing a hypothesis, but will be a case of
collecting data in order to form a possible answer or set of answers — answers
which may in some cases take him by surprise.

Having formulated his question, his next step will be to look at what has
been published on this topic by other teachers and academics. He may find
that some possible answers or theories have already been suggested, tested
and even ‘proved’. If this is the case he may feel that his curiosity is satisfied.
On the other hand, he may decide to see whether these answers really do
work when applied to his own professional practice. In other words, he will
continue to pursue the research question. The steps he will have taken to this
point can be summarised like this:

1. Reflection on his professional practice in order to identify a question.
2. Formulation of the question.

—o—
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3. Review of the literature which already exists on this topic.
4. Design of a research process to answer the question, or to test existing
theories, for himself.

His next task will be to collect the necessary evidence; analyse it to discover
what it tells him; compare what he finds with what was claimed in the liter-
ature; and draw some conclusions. If we summarise this process, the steps in
his research journey now look like this:

Step 1. Reflection on his professional practice in order to identify a question.
Mo has been thinking about his teaching and the main issue which concerns
him is the achievement level of boys, compared to girls.

Step 2. Formulation of the question. He decides to formulate this as a research
question in order to explore possible ways in which the issue could be
addressed: ‘Why do the boys in my classes achieve less well overall than the
girls?” One advantage of phrasing the research title as a question is that it will
help him to keep his focus when he is exploring the literature and planning
the collection and analysis of his data.

Step 3. Review of the literature which already exists on this topic. He uses the
key words, ‘boys’ achievement’ to find articles in academic journals which
throw some light on this question. He uses the same key words to search
specialist publications such as the Times Education Supplement (TES) for
recent, relevant reports. He discovers a number of theories relating to boys’
achievement. One of these suggests that boys respond less well than girls to
continuous assessment, and tend to perform better in time-constrained tests
and examinations.

Step 4. Design of a research process to answer the question, or to test existing
theories, for yourself. In the light of the literature, he decides to rephrase and
refine his research question, giving it a sharper focus. It becomes: ‘Do the
boys in my class perform better on timed tests and less well on coursework
than girls?” Now he will test this theory by introducing some timed tests as
supplements to the students’ coursework.

Step 5. Collection of data. He assesses the class using both timed tests and
coursework.

Step 6. Analysis of data. He analyses the results of the timed tests and the
coursework according to student gender, and also compares the results of
individual students in both assessment methods. He finds that, overall, boys
score better in the tests than girls, and that the majority of individual boys’
scores in the tests are higher than their scores in the coursework.

Step 7. Conclusion. He finds that his own research appears to confirm the
claim that boys achieve better in time-constrained tests than in continuous
assessment, and resolves that he will look at ways in which a greater element

—o—
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of timed testing could be introduced into school-based coursework.
He may — and we hope he will — want to add a further step, which is:

Step 8. The dissemination of bis findings so that other educational profes-
sionals can learn and benefit from them.

Activity @

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 | 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.

Why some research is less straightforward than others

So, is there anything about each of these research questions which might
make it difficult to fit them neatly into our first model of the research process?
We suggest that you compare the notes you've made with what follows.

1. To what extent do my head teacher's (or principal’s) beliefs
and priorities affect my classroom practice?

This question poses a number of problems. First, how will you reliably iden-

—o—
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tify your head teacher’s beliefs and priorities? Are you going to assume they
are implicit in his or her policies or actions or conversation? Won't this raise
problems of interpretation? How would you know that your understanding
of the head teacher’s beliefs was the same as your colleagues’ understanding
of them? Whose would be ‘true” Perhaps you could interview the head
teacher as part of your research, and ask him or her to describe their values,
priorities and beliefs. Ah, but then how would you know they were telling
you what they genuinely believed, and not what they thought you thought
they ought to say? Or what the local authority or government thought they
ought to say? How could you ever really reliably identify those ‘beliefs and
priorities’

Then, how could you measure how they affect your own classroom prac-
tice? How could you know? What would your evidence be? In what sense
would it have any reliability? Could it ever have any status as a ‘fact’ or a
‘truth’?

Here we see that this type of research question, that sets out to enquire
about personal values, motives and beliefs, is of a different order to one
which compares student achievement under different types of assessment. It
is the sort of question that might need rephrasing or reframing before we can
attempt to answer it. You might like to think of ways in which this question
could be adapted in order to make it more accessible to research.

Now let’s consider this question:

2. Would my students be better behaved if | changed the
seating arrangement in my classroom?

This question fits rather better into our initial model of the research
process. Nevertheless, there are two things about it which distinguish it
from the ‘boys’ achievement’ type of question First, there is the fact that it
will probably lead us to try a number of different strategies. We can keep
changing the seating arrangement until we've tried every possible pattern.
If there’s no improvement in behaviour, the answer to our question is prob-
ably ‘no’; but if one particular configuration coincides with an improvement
in behaviour and does so every time we try it, we have arrived at a ‘yes’
answer. And it is exactly that element of ‘trial and error’ which is the first
distinguishing feature of this question. It encourages us to try out strategies
to find one that works. The second feature which distinguishes it from the
‘boys’ achievement’ type of question is that whatever answer we find is
probably particular to that class of ours at that time. We're not trying to
explore or answer a wider question about ‘all students and all classes’

—o—
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which we've found in the literature. We're looking to see whether an
intervention or action which we take will have a desired effect on that
class. It may not work with other classes, or for other teachers, but we are
looking at our own teaching, here and now. This type of question falls into
the category of action research, and we shall come back to it in a later
chapter.

In terms of which would be the easiest of those three questions to answer,
this investigation about room layout would probably be the one. And it is
easiest to answer because it involves trying actions or strategies to see what
‘works’. It doesn’t rely on subjective assessments and value judgements
which may call its results into question.

Activity @

* 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.

Let's look now at the third question in our list. It was this:

3. If national standards of achievement at post-16 are
continuing to rise, why does classroom behaviour seem to be
deteriorating?

You will probably have noticed straight away that this question is different
from the others in terms of scope. It is asking a question which refers to
trends on a national scale: trends in post-16 achievement and student behav-
iour. As the question stands, it is not one which you could address within the
parameters of, for example, an MA research skills module. If you wanted to
explore this issue as part of a postgraduate programme you would be
advised to scale it down to your own institution or group of schools. The

—o—
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question then might become: ‘Why are standards of student behaviour in the
school deteriorating even though standards of achievement at post-16 within
the school are continuing to rise?” This limits the scope of the enquiry to
within manageable parameters. It provides you with a question to which you
have some possibility of finding an answer, if you can design your research
in a way that enables you to collect relevant data.

Activity @

* 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.

You probably noticed very quickly that our revised question — ‘Why are stan-
dards of student behaviour in the school deteriorating even though standards
of achievement at post-16 within the school are continuing to rise?” — still
makes an assumption which may not be easy to substantiate. While it should
be straightforward to find and present documentary evidence that post-16
achievement at the school has shown a steady improvement (if it has), it is
another matter entirely to substantiate the assumption that standards of
behaviour have declined.

Activity £

* 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.
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Your own research question

Let’'s go back now, at last, to the research question we asked you to write
down for yourself earlier in this chapter — the question relating to your own
professional practice for which you'd most like to find an answer.

Activity

* 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.

Qualitative and quantitative approaches to research

This is a book about qualitative research. To explore what is meant by this

—o—
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term, let’s take as our starting point a short extract from one of the books
listed in the recommended reading for this chapter:

It remains a mystery to me why those who work in education should attempt
to aspire towards science when scientific methods, processes and codes of con-
duct at best are unclear and at worst lack the objectivity, certainty, logicality
and predictability which are falsely ascribed to them. Surely educational
research would do better to aspire to being systematic, credible, verifiable, jus-
tifiable, useful, valuable and ‘trustworthy’ (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).
(Wellington, 2000: 14)

There is a lot of argument packed into this one short paragraph. For one
thing, Wellington is suggesting that even ‘scientific’ research — often held up
as a model of factual and disinterested objectivity — is not necessarily as
objective as it is claimed to be. He then goes on to argue that ‘objectivity’ is
anyway not necessarily the best test of good research, and that other char-
acteristics and qualities may be more important. The qualities he mentions
here are:

e systematic (carefully planned and carried out);

e credible (realistic and believable);

¢ verifiable (based on evidence that can be checked and verified);

e justifiable (a convincing case can be made for undertaking it);

e useful (its findings can be applied in practice);

e valuable (will enhance current practice);

e trustworthy (honest, genuine and based on sound research ethics).

The point Wellington is making is an important one, because qualitative edu-
cational research, like research in the other social sciences and the
humanities, is sometimes subjected to criticism from those who favour a
quantitative or scientific model of research for being ‘too subjective’ or too
much based on feelings and personal responses. Feelings and personal
responses are not accepted by such critics as being reliable data in the same
sense that numbers or percentages or anything else measurable in figures are.
And of course there’s very little educational researchers can do about this,
since by its very nature education is concerned with human beings; and
human beings are not predictable or static in the same way that inert materi-
als or fixed numbers are. So what Wellington is arguing is that we shouldn’t
feel we have to apologise for the fact that our research in education is not
often conducted like a laboratory experiment with measurements and con-
trol groups, or the fact that our findings are not often reducible to repeatable
formulae; but that we should set ourselves standards (such as those listed

—o—



8739 final 2.gxd 10/06/2012 14:34 Page 21 $

RESEARCH IN EDUCATION 21

above) which are appropriate to the more people-centred approach which
our research often takes.

Can educational research be ‘objective’?

Although the notion of objectivity in educational research is sometimes prob-
lematic, this is not to say that educational research is never about numbers
and percentages, nor that it should be. When we undertake research which
measures something — responses, numbers of students, examination results —
in finite terms, and in which we present our findings in terms of numerical
data, we call this quantitative research. An easy way to remember this is that
quantitative research measures quantity (although of course this is rather
an oversimplification).

Activity |
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: ‘/t 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.

But what if we had decided to collect the data in a different way? What if we
had asked the boys and girls which means of assessment they preferred, or
which they thought they performed best at, or whether they thought they
performed better than the opposite gender? What then? We might still have
come out with some sets of figures for our results: ‘so many boys said this’;
‘so many girls said that’. So would this still make it quantitative research? And
what if, instead of presenting the findings in terms of figures, we had chosen
instead to quote the sort of things that the students had told us about their
assessment preferences?

—o—
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Activity e

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

Qualitative data Quantitative data
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

Positivist and interpretivist approaches to research

So, how do we use those terms, quantitative and qualitative? Well, we've seen
that a quantitative approach to research is often regarded as more ‘objective’
than a qualitative, people-focused approach. And we've seen that data gath-
ered in the process of research may be described as quantitative if it deals
with finite measurements and numbers, and qualitative if it focuses on pre-
senting or interpreting people’s views, interactions or values. We must be
careful, however, not to assume that ‘quantitative’ means the same thing as
‘positivist’. The positivist stance is usually typified by a relatively objective
style and approach, and searches for ‘facts’ which can be generalised,
whereas a more typical approach in small-scale educational research would
be an interpretivist one which acknowledges some degree of subjectivity
in the researcher and other participants, may be written in the first person,
and seeks to throw light on a particular case or situation. But it may involve
the collection of qualitative or quantitative data, or both.

Table 1.2 is another simple table and summarises the main contrasts
between the positivist and the interpretivist approach. It will help you to
identify which sort of research you are dealing with when reading journal
articles, and it will help you to identify your standpoint in the research which
you plan to undertake.



8739 final 2.gxd 10/06/2012 14:35 Page 23 $

RESEARCH IN EDUCATION 23

Table 1.2 Interpretivist vs positivist paradigms

Interpretivist Positivist

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. | 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

Activity &=
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.

Reliability, subjectivity, transferability, generalisability
and epistemology

Let’s look more closely now at some of the specialised vocabulary we've
encountered so far, and some that may be new to you. In research, the ter-
minology we use is an important set of tools, and — as with any skilled job
— those tools have to be used with precision. In the dialogue below, Mo and
his research tutor, Alia, discuss Mo’s methodology — that is, his rationale for
the data collection methods he plans to use.
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Mo

Alia

Alia

Alia

So when I'm planning to write this up, I need to write about method
and methodology? 'm not sure I quite understand what the distinc-
tion is.

OK. Method is a description of what you do, in practical terms, to col-
lect your data. So in your case you're going to be explaining about
introducing timed tests and comparing the results by gender with
coursework results, and so on. The methodology section is where
you provide a theoretical and philosophical justification for this
choice. In other words, having described the WHAT, you explain the
WHY. Why you've designed the research in this way; why you’ve
chosen these participants and this number of participants; why you’ve
opted for this method of data collection. And you can draw on three
main sources for this explanation. One source would be literature
about research: works such as Opie (2004), Wellington (2000),
Cohen, et al. (2011) and so on, where the advantages and disadvan-
tages of various procedures and methods are discussed. Another
would be published research which you've found in the research
journals — and, of course, in your case this has already played a large
part in influencing your research design. A third source of argument
or justification is philosophical considerations about the nature of
truth and knowledge — the area of philosophy we refer to as
epistemology.

So are you saying I need to write a watertight justification for the
method I've used?

No. Because no method is ‘watertight’. There are always potential
flaws and doubts. But what you do need to do is to demonstrate, as
far as possible, that you're aware of these. So, for example, when you
write about trying out the timed tests you should acknowledge the
possibility that any improvement in the boys’ performance might be
coincidental, or might be due to the novelty of the activity rather than
the nature of the test itself. You should acknowledge the potential for
unreliability in your method and explain the steps you've taken to
minimise this. In your case, you're going to repeat the tests to see
whether the data is replicated — in other words that the first time
wasn’t a fluke.

Right. T think I've got that now. Method is what and how, and
methodology is why. But can we just go back to epistemology for a
minute?

Yes, of course. Epistemology is the term we use for the study or the
theory of what constitutes knowledge. For example, if you were to
measure this room with an accurate tape measure you would have a
firm basis on which to make a claim about knowledge of its dimen-
sions. But if you had never been inside the room and you simply
asked someone who had been inside to tell you how big they

—o—
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thought it was, your claim to knowledge about its measurements
would be on much shakier ground. Similarly, if you were to look for
evidence about boys’” achievement in tests and coursework by simply
asking the boys’ opinions about it, the epistemological questions
there would be: ‘How can you know what they say is true? How can
you justify the opinions they express as a basis for a claim to know-
ledge?”’

Mo  So doesn’t this call into question all data that’s collected by means of
interviews and open-ended questionnaires?

Alia Well, yes, in a way it does. This is one of the difficulties the qualita-
tive researcher faces. In education our research naturally focuses on
learning and teaching, which in themselves are lived experiences.
The sort of data we need is often only obtained by listening to peo-
ple or observing them or asking them questions. If we could get the
answers by simply measuring or weighing people, life would be
much simpler! But the questions we explore are often complicated
ones requiring data which draws on people’s accounts of themselves
and their experiences. So we have to think hard and write clearly
about how we justify the claim that our findings constitute know-
ledge’.

Mo So how does the concept of reliability fit into this?

Alia Tt fits in very neatly. When we talk about research outcomes being
‘reliable’ we mean that the same data would have emerged from the
enquiry if it had been conducted by a different researcher, or by the
same researcher using different data collecting methods. With your
research, for example, you will be making a comparison of test scores
and assignment grades and looking at correlations with gender. It
should be the case that any other teacher or researcher scrutinising
your data will draw the same results or conclusions from it. So you're
on fairly safe ground. Your evidence should be pretty reliable. But if
you were obtaining data by using interviews, for example, your
analysis of the data might be more open to influence by your own
preconceived ideas, and a different researcher might draw alternative
conclusions or arguments from the same data.

Mo But the boys in my sample might perform differently in tests on dif-
ferent days. So the results might not be reliably consistent. If 'd tested
them the week before or the week afterwards, for example, the data
could have been different.

Alia Yes, that's a possibility. You've tried to address that, though, by doing
the tests more than once. And that’s good. The important thing is that
you write all this up accurately in your methodology section, so that
you demonstrate that you're aware of the need for reliability and
that you've taken steps to improve it as far as possible.

Mo OK, so what about bias? Is that the same thing as unreliability?

—o—
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Alia

Alia

Alia

Yes and no. It depends on the context. For example, if you were
using questionnaires, and out of 100 only 15 were completed and
returned, you would have to consider the possibility that your data
will be biased.

Why?

Well, because it's possible — even probable — that the respondents
who bothered to complete and return them were people with more
interest in the topic of your enquiry than those who didn’t bother.
And this would mean that they might hold views in common which
wouldn’t have been apparent in the other 85 responses, had you had
them. So that would be an instance in which your data might be
biased. It could be like trying to find out people’s opinion of cats by
only asking cat owners.

And then there’s researcher bias. That would be where you only
see in the data what you're looking for and ignore anything else. Or
where you choose only to question cat owners because you like cats
yourself. Or where you have a policy axe to grind and only present
those aspects of your data which support your view.

Got it. Thanks. So there was one other thing I wanted to ask you
about and that's to do with the sort of claims I can make about my
research when T write it up. If I do demonstrate that boys at my
school do better in tests than in coursework, am I allowed to make a
point from that about male pupils in general?

The short answer to that is ‘No’. But I need to qualify that a little bit.
The thing about doing small-scale research as part of your profes-
sional development is that it’s often conducted within one institution
— your own. So at every stage of your research paper or assignment
you need to be absolutely explicit about that, all the way through
from the title to the conclusions you draw at the end. That way,
you're being up front about the scale of your enquiry. And this does-
n’t only mean explaining that the context is one school, but also that
it's a particular year group and a particular subject. It may be, for
example, that boys perform well in maths tests, but not in English
tests. In other words, results of research done with a maths group will
not necessarily have transferability to the context of other subjects
in the curriculum. And, in the same way, we may find that conclu-
sions drawn from work with a Year 9 group aren’t transferable when
we look to apply them to Year 10. So, findings may be specific to a
particular group at a particular stage in their education at a particular
school. But that doesn’t make the research any the less valid and use-
ful for you and your institution. And although your results may not
be generalisable to other schools or situations, your research may
prove to be illuminative to a wider range of practitioners, because it
may help shed light on issues in their own institutions and provide
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them with a point of comparison. That's what you found, after all,
didn’t you, when you were reading other people’s research about
boys’ and girls’ attainment? You read what they had discovered in
their own schools and decided to investigate whether the same
applied in your own.

Mo So their results may be generalisable?

Alia That may still be too strong a claim. But you do hope to test whether
they are replicable and, if they are, that would speak strongly for
the reliability of that research and of your own.

Mo And all of these issues we've talked about need to be mentioned in
my methodology?

Alia Not just mentioned, but discussed in an informed way. Just chuck-
ing in the terminology won't cut the mustard!

Research and professionalism: reflective activity et

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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(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.

Key points Q=

* 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.
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