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Abstract: During the past decade, as national governmentg iparticularly in the USA and the
UK have scrutinised more closely the cost effectags and impact of research funding within
higher education, they have become critical ofawerall quality of educational research, in terrhs o
its scientific rigour, its utility for practitionerand the manner in which it is assessed. Thigsrpap
addresses the reasons why the quality of educhties@arch was questioned and then examines the
discussion framework for assessing quality whicteryad. Following from this, the merits of
possible internal and external criteria for the thvaf educational research are considered. Ths lin
between these criterial sets and the function amggse of qualitative and quantitative approaches
to educational research are considered. Finadlygtlestion of whether educational research istan ar

or a science is addressed.

Introduction

Over the last decade, criticisms have been voicgt b government and academia about the
overall quality and level of excellence of reseairtio education, and how such research is to be
assessed. Educational research has been accubethgfof low quality, more especially when
compared with other disciplines like medicine, amehce of negligible value either to policy
makers or practitioners in the teaching professigdditionally educational researchers have been
dismissed as being a partisan and narcissistic eontyn content with disseminating their arcane
research findings to each other via obscure acad¢mornals. For example, in 2000, David
Blunkett, then the UK government minister respolesibr education, had argued that “We need to
be able to rely on ... social scientists to tellwisat works and why and what types of policy
initiatives are likely to be most effective” andathfissues for research are too supplier-drivehemat
than focussing on the key issues of concern tacypatiakers, practitioners and the public at large”
(Blunkett, 2000). Moreover, while giving evideniwethe House of Commons Education and Skills
Committee in 2003, Sir Howard Newby, the (then) efhixecutive of the Higher Education
Founding Council for England and a former univgrafice Chancellor remarked: “education in
this country on the whole has a problem with thalityiof the research, not with the amount of it.”
“It (i.e. education research) is not as good asight be and | speak as a former Chairman of the
Economic and Social Research Council.”(Newby, 200milarly, in the USA, Shavelson and

Towne’s assessment of scientific research in educaindertaken for the National Research
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Council, reported on “the widespread perceptiort teaearch in education has not produced the
kind of cumulative knowledge garnered from otheesiific endeavours. ... The prevailing view is
that findings in education research studies arbwfquality and are endlessly contested” (2002,
28). That similar concerns have also been expiegdwing reviews in (inter alia) Australia

(McGaw et al. 1992) and France (Proust, 2001) weulghest that such criticisms are widespread.

Criticisms of the quality of educational researcbni within academia have been just as (if not
more) trenchant. For example Michael Bassey, tisi@ent of the British Educational Research
Association, was a member of the Educational Pdoehg the national Research Assessment
Exercise of UK universities in 1992 and commentadcis experience thus: “| am less certain that
much of the research reported in the literaturesaogend theory, or illuminate policy, or improve
practice in significant ways. | have a strong inggien of individualism, of researchers working in
isolation from each other, dabbling in an amatéuwsy at issues which are too big to be tackled
by lone researchers. | consider that much educdti@search is in a dilettante tradition that looks
like a game of trivial pursuits.”(1993, 6) SimilgrKaestle’s examination of the role of US federal
funding for educational research over 25 years edhuim to pose the question “Why is the
reputation of education research so awful?” andfdwend that educational researchers had a
“reputation for irrelevance, politicization, andsdiray” (1993, 30). In addition to the apparently
poor quality of educational research, commentasss noted that educational research rarely, if
ever, had any utility for policy-makers or teachirgctitioners. Moreover in the UK, an analysis
by Hillage et al (1998, xi) of research which wakevant to practitioners and policy makers found
that “Where the research does address policy-reterad practical issues it tends to:

= be small scale and fails to generate findingsdhateliable and generalisable;

= be insufficiently based on existing knowledge arreéfore capable of advancing

understanding;
= be presented in a form or medium which is largefccessible to a non-academic audience;
and

= lack interpretation for a policy-making or pradiiter audience.”

Helpfully Pring (2000a, 496) provides a succincmsuary of the shortcomings of educational
research which are, he suggests, fourfold. Fiitsts claimed that educational research does not
answer the questions which civil servants and r@rsswant answers to—often very quickly”;
second, “research is said to be of little help tacptioners—to the teachers who, in their daily
lives, for example, need well founded advice on Howeach this or that subject matter to these
pupils”; third, “despite the amount of researchd@he theses, journal articles and books are

p.2



witness to there being a lot), it by and large nesmdragmented and piecemeal”; fourth “much of
the research, so we are told, is tendentious. Utieiebanner of scholarship, ideological wars are
fought”. In summary, Oancea and Pring (2008, *§ua that “educational research was found to

be lacking in ... relevance; cumulativeness and @iw; and cost effectiveness.”

The academic research community countered thesatimegevaluations by arguing that such
critiques are based on fundamental misconceptibtiseonature of social science and the role and
context of educational research, and ignore “the@ainghly practical character of teaching - the
diverse and difficult-to-operationalise goals, thmultiple variables and complex relationships
involved — (which) may mean that research canygredvide sound information about the relative
effectiveness of different techniques” (Hammersl®97, 154). Additionally, Bridges et al (2008,
8) have pointed to the difficulties of relating easch to policy, more especially that : “The notion
of research providing a basis for policy is espciaroblematic in so far as it suggests that the
process begins with research which then pointhéoréquired policy. This is an empirically and
logically unsound view of the nature of policy at&lconstruction. Policy is an ongoing process: it
is not a vacuum waiting to be filled.” Similarllgut more fundamentally, Carr (2003, 132) argued
that that “it is mistaken to construe human congglptearning, or knowledge-acquisition, as a
guasi-naturalistic process (of behavioural modifaa or ‘cognitive development’) apt for
investigation via some kind of empirical sciencel the contrary, any meaningful (human)
educational learning (rather than animal trainirsga matter of normative initiation into socially
constructed and/or constituted rules, principled waues that no statistically conceived processes
could even begin to explain.” As a result, Edw&2300, 299) chastised the critics of educational
research for “exaggerating the prospects for ansei®f teaching.” The continuing debate which
this criticism has engendered, although impresgieshpassioned (see, for example, MacLure,
2005), thereby has generated much heat, but coastyghas tended to deflect attention away from

a serious analysis of how such criticisms couldshauld be addressed.

The Discussion Framework
These criticisms, and the subsequent debate tisatted, led the U.K. Economic and Social
Research Council to commission the Educationali&subepartment at Oxford University in 2004
to study criterial judgements in education reseanttbehalf of academics, practitioners and policy
makers. The fourfold aims of the study were to:

= clarify the concepts employed in relation to appiad practice-based research;

= map the various models currently in use and th@toex the philosophical underpinnings of

the models;
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= review the recent UK initiatives concerning appliedearch and practice based research;
= develop an understanding of quality to assist #netbpment of quality criteria appropriate
for different types of applied and practice-baseskarch.

The paper by Furlong and Oancea which resukadd€ssing Quality in Applied and Practice-based
Educational Research: A Framework for Discus}iattracted widespread interest in academia and
government, both in the UK and beyond. In the Wkvas widely circulated and discussed and,
more significantly in terms of its impact on resdmapolicy, it was referred to explicitly in the
criteria for the Education Unit of Assessment ie 2008 Research Assessment Exercise. The
Discussion Framework identified “four dimensionsgoflity — (i) epistemic, (2) technological, (3)
capacity building and value for people and (4) eroc” (2005, 10), and in subsequent paper, the
authors returned to Aristotle®letaphysics and utilised his conceptions oépisteme theoretike
(knowledge that is demonstrable through valid ressy); techne (technical skill, or a trained
ability for rational production); anphronesigpractical wisdom, or the capacity or predispositio

act truthfully and with reason in matters of deftdieon, thus with a strong ethical component)”
(2007, 124). Within each domain (and that of thenemic), they further identify characteristic

attributes, the results of this process have beemsrised in Table 1 below.

Table 1 Domains of Quality in Educational Research

Episteme theoretike Techne Economic Phronesis
Trustworthiness Fitness to Purpose  Auditability uBlhility
Advancement of Concern for| Cost- ReerX|ery,
o , deliberation and
Knowledge enabling impact | effectiveness e
criticism

Transparency/ Specificity and Marketability and

or e " Engagement
Explicitness accessibility competitiveness
Propriety Salience/timelinesd-easibility Receptiveness
Paradigm- dependentFlexibility and| Added Value/| Transformation and
criteria operationalisability ‘brand’ personal growth
Scientific Robustness Social and Economic Robustnes

Source : Furlong and Oancea (2005) p.15, Oance&ahohg (2007) p.133

The broader domains of quality in educational redeadopted by Furlong and Oancea encompass
all the elements of the widely accepted OECD (1994krascati definition of research. Firstly,
basic research (“theoretical work, undertaken tguae new knowledge of the underlying
foundation of phenomena and observable facts, withay specific application or use in view,”)
applies to the Episteme category, and it is thisn@la which encompasses the traditional

parameters of excellence in social science resgamamely, methodological and scientific
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robustness to which academic researchers aspiexzon8ly, the Frascati definition of applied
research (“also original investigation undertakemad¢quire new knowledge. It is, however, directed
primarily towards a specific practical aim or oltjee”), applies to the Techne, Economic,
Phronesis categories, and these domains embrase #@ments of excellence which are sought

after by practitioners and policy makers alike.

Furlong and Oancea’s contribution can be welconsednaimportant foundation for the analysis of
an inherently problematic area - as Hodkinson (204 points out “there are almost as many
different lists of suggested criteria for judgiresearch as there are writers about the issue”ir The
schema includes criteria which could be used tessssthe worth of educational research’.
However ‘worth’, used in this context, can have tegparate but inter-related meanings. First, it
can refer to excellence and high or outstandingnsit qualities — in this sense, it might be
considered that research into education was ‘ofhWoiSecond, it can be used with reference to the
relative value of a thing, in respect of the exdigrutility to which it can be put, or of the esétion

in which it is held. Hence in this sense the ‘Wbdf educational research may refer to its greater
or lesser utility for those within the teaching f@ssion — it may be considered ‘worthwhile’. These
meanings are clearly linked, in that something wHias intrinsic worth in the first sense of the

word, may frequently, (but not necessarily) haviiesic worth in the second sense.

Internal and External Criteria

Responding to the Discussion Framework, Hammer&&p8, 6) argued that “In the case of
academic research, the immediate audience is notifiwners but fellow researchers. The aim is to
contribute to a body of knowledge, albeit one tieddtes to some issue of human concern. Thus, the
likely validity of the findings is to be judged prarily by the research community.” Hence, for
Hammersley, criteria for the assessment of thansitr value of educational research will be
internal, and will be established by the reseammmraunity from which the research arose, by a
process of, inter alia, peer-review and subjeatalisse. Internal criteria refer to the robustnafss
the method adopted to address a research probterterms of adherence to established and
accepted methods of excellence, as defined andedtiby the subject discourse community — any
research which meets these critenmr excellence might be adjudged ‘beautiful’ (indeed,
academics not infrequently may refer to an artidea colleague’s work in this way). Thus,
although such criteria have to be validated byristéjective judgements within a subject discourse
community, the benchmarks against which they adggd are epistemological in nature. Such
criteria have much in common with the parametatised in 2008 by the UK Research Assessment
Panel for Education (HEFCE, 2007, 13) for judgihg tvorth of research texts.
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By contrast, external criteria of the excellenceasearch have, as their reference point, the impac
of research, adjudging research to be significamt has made an impact (in terms of altering
policies or practices) on one or more external eggein this respect external criteria comprise the
measures developed by Furlong and Oancea (2005paicity development and value for people,
cost effectiveness, marketability and competitigsnavhich enable an estimation of social and
economic robustness. In this sense, a researefacriwhich has a widespread impact can be
considered to be ‘popular’. These criteria arearakin to the new ‘impact’ element of the new UK
Research Assessment Framework (REF - which reptheeRAE) which calls for “An assessment
of demonstrable economic and social impacts the¢ feen achieved through activity within the
submitted unit that builds on excellent resear¢tEFCE 2009, 20). Within the proposed REF, the
relative weightings of the three constituents ie tiverall assessment of research are Outputs (i.e.

Episteme) = 60%; Impact (i.e. Techne, EconomicpRésis) = 25%; Environment = 15%.

Given that the socio-economic impact of researcly memuire a long term gestation, at any
particular point in time it may be possible foriaqe of educational research to have worth in the
first sense using internal criteria (and hence éented ‘beautiful’) but not in the second sense,
using external criteria (and hence not be ‘populaSimilarly, it may be possible for a piece of
research to have high utility in informing policy mractice (and hence be considered ‘popular’), but
be deemed logically flawed or methodologically unsh (and hence lacking ‘beauty’) by academic
researchers. A classic example of the latteraswbrk of the economist Milton Friedman, whose
political philosophy, which called for a minimalledfor government in favour of the private sector,
heavily influenced the economic policies of the ¢g@aPresidency in the USA and the Thatcher
government in the UK for more than a decade. WH@edman was awarded the Nobel prize for
economics in 1976, this provoked a widespread prditg economists in academia who argued that
his monetarists policies were incorrect; thesacgsins were reiterated in 2007-9 when Keynsian
economists blamed policies espousing Friedmanésimarket philosophy for the credit crunch and

the subsequent world-wide recession.

Hammersley's attempt to identify possible typesewsfluative judgments, in the light of the
Discussion Framework, threw up further methodolagiproblems namely that “first, any
comprehensive list is likely to be very long ... sedly, the criteria can serve as little more than
reminders, because they cannot be transparent, caube of necessary reliance on background
knowledge and expert judgement” (2005, 7). Cledrly piece of work is to be judged by more
than one criteria, then it is necessary to clatiy relationships (equal, superordinate, subordjnat
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between the criteria which requires agreement bmtwine assessors, which is likely to be
problematic. As Hammersley points out there dcelyito be differences between assessments by
the subject discourse communities of practitiorssrsi and researchers. For example, in respect to
the former “in relation to plausibility, ... what thaake to be established knowledge will be
different from that which is well established withihe relevant research community. This is
because they will have practical knowledge deriviram individual and collective experience”
(ibid, 7). Hence determining the relative valudsimernal and external criteria is likely to be
inherently problematic because different types exfearch have different purposes for different
audiences, and hence giving a low value to a piddeh is designed to have no practical benefit
would be to unfairly discriminate against it. Mowver, as Spencer et al (2003, 4) point out, it is
debatable “whether the concepts of quality useast®ess qualitative research should be roughly the
same as, or parallel to, or quite different fronosd used to assess quantitative research.”
Additionally, Hammersley (2005, 5) points out tirathe case of educational research “theories are
not the only legitimate goal of inquiry. Insteace wnay aim at producing descriptions or
explanations” but such research would likely beuddgd as of lower value than theoretical work,
when internal criteria are adopted. This raises dhestion as to whether internal and external
criteria. may (or should) have a hierarchical relaship to each other, - the existence of a
hierarchical relationship (and the basis for it)ubclearly have significant implications for both
the assessment of the excellence of educationeanas, and its future direction. In passing, it is
worth noting that the proposed REF weightings, Whstiggest that the dominant criteria for
judging the excellence of research should be iaterbut that ‘impact’ external criteria are
significantly important, resulted in a petition ¢se at:
http://petitions.number10.gov.uk/REFandimpact/)ngesent to the UK Prime Minister, Gordon
Brown, urging him “to allocate funds for academasearch solely on the basis of academic
excellence and not on the basis of ‘impact’ or jtiagements of ‘users™ in October 2009, which

attracted over 2,500 signatures from the acadeamuaunity in less than a month.

However, without necessarily determining a hiergrbletween internal and external criteria, or
making assumptions about agreements by the asse#sig possible to examine the possible
outcomes when a piece of research either meetsailsr tb meet both internal/intrinsic and

external/extrinsic criteria, as below in Diagram 1.
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Diagram 1 Possibilities for meeting internal anteexal criteria
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Where both the internal and external criteria ne¢ptto a piece of research are met, then an
assessment of the positive worth of the researalidyaresumably not be questioned, and it could
be deemed to be both ‘beautiful’ and ‘popular’.miarly, when a piece of research fails to meet
either internal or external criteria then, assumeilcould justifiably be disregarded. However,
problems arise in the other two cells of the tafleen one set of criteria are met, but the other set
are not. From a strictly Positivist point of vieiw,could be argued that, in those instances where
internal criteria are not met (e.g. the researckdantrinsic rigour or is logically flawed) then,
irrespective as to whether or not the researchsreedéernal criteria, it should be disregarded, Wwhic
would imply a hierarchical order between the sdtxrieria. However, such statements are
problematic, not least because judgements abouthether not internal or external criteria are met
are made by subject discourse communities, withirchvevidence (and, by extension, the worth of
research) may be disputed. Moreover, as has bmesidered, all judgements about educational
matters are inferential, and the relationship betwevidence and judgement is often contentious.
As Oancea (2007, 251) points out “the indicatoreduand the practices preferred in various
evaluations of research are eclectic, reflectirgrtiultitude of interests and demands that compete
in setting the boundaries of accountability in egsh activities, rather than the nature of these
activities themselves and of the particular forrh&mmwledge to which they contribute.” Rightly
or otherwise, educational research has been sgticior being characterised by such disputes over
the value of research. However, they are justamsnoon in the assumedly more scientifically
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rigorous disciplines. Lawrence (2003), for exampédates how Berridge and Irvine’s 1984 paper
on phosphoinositol and signalling, was originallynied down by the journaNature, but
subsequently published after an appeal and wenb diecome thesecond most quoted scientific
article of the 1980s. (Lawrence’s article provokedhorus of complaints about the tyranny of the
process of academic publication, S¢ature Vol 434: 479-80) Such cases demonstrate that the
locus of a piece of research within the table (aedce its worth to both academic researchers and
practitioners) may not be fixed but may vary overet

Education as a Social Science

The distinction between the merits of internal @xternal criteria in assessing research mirrors a
broader divide within the educational research comibyg between those who seek to emulate the
pure sciences and pursue a scientific positivigir@gch (often via the use of quantitative
methodologies), and those who (often espousingaditgtive approach) believe that such a pursuit
is ill-judged and even counter-productive. Theateb and disputes about the nature and purpose of
educational research in the late 1990s coalesamthdrthese two broad discourses described by
Oancea (2005, 157f) thus: “one lamenting the miabielur of educational research from a
managerial perspective (associated with a ‘bignege model of knowledge production and an
‘engineering’ model of knowledge use), and the otagempting to defend it in the name of
academic freedom and right to diversity, or to state it through a humanistic model of knowledge
transfer”. The net result, Oancea and Pring (2@08 argue, has been a “dichotomy between
guantitative and qualitative research designs fah@er receiving the approbation of Government
looking for the evidence for particular policieBgtother generally embraced by practitioners but
disdained by those who want general answers torgéneonceived problems.” Despite the fact
that, as Harden and Thomas (2005, 265) point ouictnresearch does not fit into neat categories

of ‘qualitative’ and ‘quantitative’, protagonistérom both sides of the divide have been
increasingly vocal in their support for one or tb#her framework. As Phillips (2005, 578)
graphically relates “On the one hand, there arki@ntial figures who countenance only rigorous
scientific research; they use as their model @rem the randomised controlled experiment or field
trial, and they point to experimentation in medé&as the ideal model for educational research. The
existence of this group of hardliners fills manyet members of the research community with
feelings of despair and utter hopelessness. Onother hand—at the other extreme pole of
opinion—there are those who see the members ofitstegroup as advocating ‘their father’s
paradigm’ ... that is hopelessly modernist, positiziand imperialistic; ... This second position is
so murky and fraught with danger that it is regdrbg the advocates of scientific rigour as leading

to the total extinction of the empirical researcttegprise”. Adopting such intractable stances
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makes progress difficult, more especially whenPdasg (2000b, 258f) points out, “To understand
an educational practice requires the careful arsalysthe social situation-the underlying social
rules, the interpretation of the participants, Yhiies and aims embedded within the practice. Such
‘qualitative research’ is quite clearly necessaaynd the absence of it leads to the gross
generalisations and misleading science. On ther ¢tiied, such qualitative work, given what we
know about human beings and about the social stegtwhich constrain their activities, simply
sets limits and gives greater refinement to the emgeneral verifiable and (where possible)

guantifiable claims which research should consyaml seeking.”

In attempting to find a way forward out of this iagse, Hargreaves (1996, 210) used medical
research as a benchmark to which educational @sshould aspire, and pointed to the similarities
between research into practice in medicine and &g more particularly that “both education
and medicine are profoundly people-centred prodessiNeither believes that helping people is a
matter of simple technical application but rathdrighly skilled process in which a sophisticated
judgement matches a professional decision to thquanneeds of each client.” In response
Hammersley (1997, 154) declaimed “that there amesdundamental problems at the core of
Hargreaves analysis. ... his reliance on the medinalogy is potentially misleading (as) [m]uch
medical research does not involve the distinctiveblems associated with studying social
phenomena”. Similarly, Evans and Benfield (200B9)5argue against steering “educational
research in the direction of a ‘medical model(as) ... [sjuch an approach will tend to reduce
research questions to the pragmatics of techni@iemcy and effectiveness”. Hammersley's
criticisms of Hargreaves’ medical analogy for edimwel research were trenchant, but perhaps
misplaced and thereby generated a spirited rebuttblargreaves (1997 409) retorted that
“Hammersley’'s error is to treat the research unytlegl medical practice as essentially
homogeneous and as positivistic, working on phygit@nomena in the interests of discovering
universal laws and patterns of physical causafmubtless this applies to the root natural sciences
and to some degree to the medical and clinicahsee But with research into practice, the kind of
research at the heart of evidence-based mediciaeares in the world of human beings making
complex decisions. .... His depiction of the knowledmse of medical practice is, in short, crude

oversimplification.”

Hence Hammersley (2000, 225) and others have regigaargued that “It should be clear ... that
there is a divide between pursuing scientific aratfical research. They involve different goals and
different immediate audiences; and the most effecipproach to one generally involves serious
costs from the point of view of the other. Thugirtg to do both kinds of research simultaneously
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will often result in the requirements of neitheirtgewell satisfied.” However this is a finely draw
distinction which may be illusory in respect to edtion - as Neumann notes (2005, 185) “in
professional disciplines the link between theorg gnactice is by definition inextricably close ...
while the distinctions between pure and appliedoti and practice, appear neat and clear-cut for
discussion purposes, in actuality they overlap bha”. Moreover, it is doubtful that those
undertaking research (in the pure or social scendew the apparent divide with such clarity. For
example, the 2005 Nobel Prize for Medicine was dedrto Marshall and Warren for their
discovery of the bacterium Helicobacter pylori. eirftresearch was methodologically scientific, but
their aim was very practical - how to prevent gastand peptic ulcer disease. Similarly in the
social sciences, Alvin Gouldner, writing in the 085 suggested that theoretical social scientists
also sought practical results for their researdh laglieved that “Marx, Durkheim and Freud share
the applied social scientist's concern with brimgisocial science to bear on the problems and

values of laymen with a view to remedying theirtalibances” (1957, 94).

More helpfully, addressing what he refers to a “ttalse dualism” of educational research” Pring
(2000b, 257) argues that “social events and faatl (such are educational practices) can be
explained in much the same way as physical evamdsfacts can. The methods of the social
sciences, with all their statistical sophisticafi@me brought to bear upon an understanding of
education, and from the understandings gained timskarge of education, either at the policy or
at the professional level, will know what intervients will make things work”. Hence although it
cannot be denied that “it is not just that différpaople interpret physical reality different, @l$o
that social reality is created by those interpretat This quite clearly has a profound effectrupo
the nature of much of educational research thatorscerned with learners acting within social
traditions that shape their conceptions of realf@anacea and Pring, 2008, 29), the important
guestion is whether these differences are so giedab make the derivation of general principles
impossible. It is clear that the commonality dlenpretations enables social discourse to continue
because if these different interpretations werg darergent, social life would tend to break down.

Although the purpose of using medicine as an examfr educational research was well
intentioned, the differences between the two arh gbat criticisms suggesting that the medical
model is inappropriate are valid. Medicine cledrgs more in common with the natural and life
sciences (especially biology and chemistry) tharthwihe social sciences like education.
Consequently, in examining the possibility of deriyy general principles within educational
research, the example of economics, rather tharicmed may be more helpful. The status of
economics within the academic pantheon comparableut different from, the sciences of physics,
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chemistry, medicine, etc., was recognised by thedgnration of a Nobel Prize for the discipline in
1969. As a social science, economics has mankgeoptoblems that currently beset educational
research. However, despite these limitations, @tists have succeeded in using quantitative
analyses to build micro and macro level theoreticatlels, covering an array of economic activities
(e.g. theories of the firm, labour markets , in&tional trade, technological change, price
fluctations, etc.) often with a high level of sstital sophistication and predictive ability. Wi
theories in the pure sciences, economic modelsféga conditional rather than causal statements,
but this has not prevented the discipline from dingy a cumulative body of relevant knowledge
which informs policy makers and practitioners (Imesises, trade unions, banks, etc.) and which, it
is argued, educational research has failed to dohn Maynard Keynes, the father of modern
macroeconomics, although himself a theorist (héna@etd The General Theory of Employment,
Interest and Mongynevertheless believed that “The theory of ecorsrdbes not furnish a body of
settled conclusions immediately applicable to policlt is a method rather than a doctrine, an
apparatus of the mind which helps its possessalrdaw correct conclusions” (1934, 6).Keynes’
opinion about the utility of economic theory hasedt resonance with Bassey’'s belief that the
concept of ‘fuzzy generalisations’ “offers a vialdelution to the problem of generalisation in

educational research and across the other so@aices” (2001, 20).

Concluding Remarks

Marie Curie was awarded the Nobel Prize for Phyancd903 for discovering polonium and
radium. Between 1898 and 1902, she and her hugbandged to extract 1 gram of pure radium
chloride from 8 tonnes of pitchblende. Such examptlemonstrate that research that is
experimental and quantitative often can be arduand difficult. Undertaking quantitative
educational research requires the collection arlidtmn of data (often a problematic process),
choosing and applying statistical tests for analysid then interpreting the results — as Berliner
(2002) rightly observes “Educational Research: Hiaedest Science of All”. Donald Macintyre, in
his Presidential Address to the British EducatidResearch Association in 1996 acknowledged this
by stating “One thing | know from several decadkeexperience is that | find it very difficult to do
educational research well. It requires rigorousnkimg, perceptiveness, imagination, self-
awareness, social skills and self-discipline inhsdemanding combinations that | am usually
disappointed with the quality of my own work. Talge from the many papers that | have to referee
for research journals, other researchers alsoifiddficult to do well, and many seem to lack an
understanding of the diverse basic disciplinesiredu’(1997, 129) Consequently, it may be easier
(and, for some, more enjoyable) to demonstrate soaeademic élan and intellectual brio by
declaiming another combative polemic demonstrafintgr alia) that the quantitative approach is
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inappropriate (or even harmful) to educational aesie. As Fuer et al. relate (2002, 6) “The history
of educational research is not a simple tale ofjf@ss, and its story provides important insights fo
its future. Educational research has a long histdrstruggling to become - or to ward off -

science.”

Writing in 1902, John Dewey, the educationalist phdosopher observed, “There is another group
of sciences which ...are more remote from a sdiengtatus. ...the social and psychological
disciplines. ... compared with mathematic physies san employ the term ‘science’ only in a
tentative and somewhat prophetic sense—the aspistithe tendencies, the movement are
scientific. But to the public at large the factdaelations with which these topics deal are still
almost wholly in the region of opinion, prejudia@nd accepted tradition”(1902, 4f.). Reviewing
progress since then Phillips (2005, 582) states “thacharitable judgment is that ‘philosophy of
educational research’ is roughly at the stagenhath philosophy of science was at six decades or
more ago when real examples of research, discwssledistorical richness, were relatively rare,”
suggesting that the current debate about the fo€ueducational research, and how it is to be
assessed, has some way to run before a satisfamiogjusion may (or may not) emerge. This
debate is an integral aspect of academic freedaimoaithe freedom of discourse essential to the
advancement of knowledge, and therefore will natlilg abate. Moreover the nature of, and need
for, this debate points up the possibility that,sunccumbing to the demand for research which
adopts a particular methodology and (assumedlyiges tangible impacts, there is a danger that
particular insights may be lost, moreover, suchsgniptive actions are anathema to academic
freedom. By its very nature, the location of nemowledge is unknown, although well-qualified
and experienced academic staff are more likely gadicy makers and politicians to know where it
may be located. Trying to “manage” research ineptd increase its impact is as impossible as
trying to “manage” the weather - although reasopadicurate short term forecasts may be
attempted. However, even if it is possible to measprevious rainfall (or existing research
outputs) very accurately, it is still impossible t@anage the weather (and university research) to

make it more “productive” in terms of its impact.

Writing in 1849, somewhat unfairly, Thomas Carlylihe essayist and historian described
economics as “the dismal science” (1850, 531). iVhas changed to the discipline since Carlyle’s
day to render this description inappropriate, it mwaccurate. On the very last page of their
undergraduate text book on Macroeconomics, Greddankiw (Professor of Economics at

Harvard) and his colleague Mark Taylor (2000, 60@ve a concluding paragraph aimed at
counselling their readers who are just commenchwgyr tstudies of the subject. They state:
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“Economists and policy makers must deal with amibyguThe current state of macroeconomics
offers many insights, but it also leaves open maugstions. The challenge for economists is to
find answers to those questions and to expand mawledge. The challenge for policy makers is to
use the knowledge we now have to improve econoneidopnance. Both challenges are
formidable, but neither is insuperable.” This mead advice is just as applicable to those starting
to undertake educational research. There is acehtlnat, despite adopting a quantitative approach
akin to that of the pure sciences, educationalarebemay fail to achieve the academic status or
predictive power of (say) economics. Howevert ifldes not even try to adopt such an approach,
then there is absolutely no chance that it canemdtc More significantly, perhaps, if we, as
researchers and teaching practitioners, do noteaspithe highest level of scientific rigour and
professionalism in our teaching and research, haw we expect those whom we teach and
supervise to adopt such an approach to their oudliest, and in their chosen professions? Indeed,
as Bassey (1992, 16) rightly observes, “Creatingcation through research is not just the title of a

lecture or the theme of a conference; it is an napee for the future of a democratic society”
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