


Very much still the key text for ‘all’ education students and researchers. Cohen et al. continue to update Research 
Methods in Education, with new theoretical, ethical, virtual and mixed methods information. It’s worth noting the 
impressive web page and links to materials for all chapters which is still the benchmark when looking at the competi-
tion for books in this area of social and education research.

Dr Richard Race, Senior Lecturer in Education, Roehampton University, UK

A clear enhancement on the already well-established text. The new edition addresses an important need to explain 
research design and question setting in more detail, helping guide the newcomer through the research process from 
inception through analysis to reporting.

David Lundie, Associate Professor of Education, University of St Mark & St John, UK

Research Methods in Education is a unique book for everybody who has to undertake educational research projects. 
The book gives an in depth understanding of quantitative and qualitative research designs and offers a practical guide 
for data collection and data analysis. It is an essential ‘friend’ for teachers and students from various disciplines who 
are not familiar with social science research.

Dr Ellen P. W. A. Jansen, Associate Professor, Teacher Education, University of Groningen, The Netherlands

Research Methods in Education continues to offer an excellent route map, a well- structured and inspiring travel guide, 
for students engaging in research. It works across levels, and while it provides clarity for the beginning researcher 
there is plenty here to aid the seasoned researcher with an open mind to new approaches and emerging practices. A 
superb text that provides guidance for my own research as well as for students and partners in research projects.

Peter Shukie, Lecturer in Education Studies and Academic Lead in Digital Innovation,  
University Centre at Blackburn College, UK

Research Methods in Education is, besides being my personal favorite research methods book, a deep as well as a 
broad handbook useful both for undergraduate teacher education students as well as researchers and PhD students 
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methods in combination with thought- through discussions about how to mix them. The book can be used when plan-
ning a project and then throughout the whole research process and is therefore a complete methods book.

Karolina Broman, Senior Lecturer in Chemistry Education, Umeå University, Sweden

Comprehensive, well written and relevant: the eighth edition of Research Methods in Education offers the background 
for methods courses at different levels. The new edition keeps the strong focus on education studies. Excellent exten-
sions will make the book an even more popular basis for classes on both qualitative and quantitative methods.

Felix Weiss, Assistant Professor for Sociology of Education, Aarhus University, Denmark

Research Methods in Education, Eighth Edition is an up- to-date, one- stop shop, taking education research students 
from conceptualization to presentation. With this book on your library shelf, you are good to go.

Dr Fiona McGarry, Lecturer in Research Methods, University of Dundee, UK

The eighth edition of Research Methods in Education contains a wealth of up- to-the- minute information and guidance 
on educational research which will be of immense value to researchers at all stages of their careers and across the 
education domain from early years settings to higher education. As research and education move into increasingly 
fluid and complex dimensions, Research Methods in Education will support students, researchers and practitioners in 
charting a course through these changing waters as they seek to create new knowledge about effective teaching and 
deepen our understanding of how learners learn.

Julia Flutter, A Director of the Cambridge Primary Review Trust, Faculty of Education,  
University of Cambridge, UK

As a doctoral supervisor I know that my students routinely return to Research Methods in Education as they develop 
their own research projects. This text has always been a mainstay on our reading lists but this new edition now fea-
tures additional research topics and new perspectives on a wider range of research methods. As with previous editions 
this book is clearly organised and well written and appeals to a wide audience of experienced and novice researchers 
alike.

Dr Val Poultney, Associate Professor, University of Derby, UK
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We are indebted to Routledge for the opportunity to produce an eighth edition of our book Research Methods in 
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this new volume now mean that the book covers a greater spread of issues than the previous editions, and in greater 
depth, catching the contemporary issues and debates in the field. In particular, the following new material has been 
included:
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Elements of qualitative data analysisOO
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A signal feature of this edition is the inclusion of very many extensively worked examples and more figures, dia-
grams and graphics to illustrate and summarize key points clearly. Several of the tables in Part 5 include SPSS and 
NVivo output, so that readers can check their own SPSS and NVivo analysis against the examples provided.
 To accompany this volume, a companion website provides a comprehensive range of materials to cover all 
aspects of research (including summaries of every chapter on PowerPoint slides), exercises and examples, explana-
tory material and further notes, website references, SPSS data files, QSR NVivo data files, together with further 
statistics and statistical tables. These are indicated in the book.
 This book stands out for its practical advice that is securely rooted in theory and up- to-date discussion from a 
range of sources. We hope that it will continue to constitute the first ‘port of call’ for educational researchers and 
continue to be the definitive text in its field.



xxv

Our thanks are due to the following publishers and 
authors for permission to include materials in the text:

American Educational Research Association, for words 
from Strike, K. A., Anderson, M. A., Curren, R., van 
Geel, T., Pritchard, I. and Robertson, E. (2000) Ethical 
Standards of the American Educational Research Asso-
ciation 2000. Washington, DC: American Educational 
Research.

American Psychological Association, for words from 
American Psychological Association (2010) Publica-
tion Manual of the American Psychological Association 
(sixth edition). Washington, DC: Author.

Association of Internet Researchers, for words from 
Association of Internet Researchers (2012) Ethical 
Decision- Making and Internet Research: Recommen-
dations from the AoIR Ethics Working Committee 
(Version 2.0).

Beamish Museum, UK, for photograph No. 29474.

Bloomsbury Publishing, Plc, for words from Hammers-
ley, M. © (2013) What Is Qualitative Research? 
Bloomsbury Academic, an imprint of Bloomsbury Pub-
lishing Plc; Kettley, N. © (2012) Theory Building in 
Educational Research. Continuum, used by permission 
of Bloomsbury Publishing Plc; Wellington, J. © (2015) 
Doing Qualitative Educational Research: A Personal 
Guide to the Research Process (second edition). Con-
tinuum, used by permission of Bloomsbury Publishing 
Plc. For anonymous, third- party interview words 
reported in Walford, G. © (2001) Doing Qualitative 
Educational Research: A Personal Guide to the 
Research Process. Continuum, used by permission of 
Bloomsbury Publishing Plc.

British Educational Research Association, for words 
from British Educational Research Association (2011) 
Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research. London: 
British Educational Research Association.

British Medical Journal Publishing Group Ltd, for 
material from Curr, D. (1994) Role play. British 
Medical Journal, 308 (6930), p. 725.

British Psychological Society, for words from British 
Psychological Society (2013) Ethics Guidelines for 
Internet- Mediated Research. Leicester, UK: British 
Psychological Society; British Psychological Society 
(2014) Code of Human Research Ethics. Leicester, UK: 
British Psychological Society.

British Sociological Association, for words from 
British Sociological Association (2002) Statement of 
Ethical Practice. Durham, UK: British Sociological 
Association. Reproduced with permission from © The 
British Sociological Association.

Brookshire, R. G. and Bartlett, J. E., for material from 
Bartlett, J. E., II, Kotrlik, J. W. and Higgins, C. C. (2001) 
Organizational research: determining appropriate sample 
size in survey research. Information Technology, Learn-
ing and Performance Journal, 19 (1), pp. 43–50.

Cambridge University Press, for words from Strauss, 
A. L. (1987) Qualitative Analysis for Social Scientists. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Economic and Social Research Council, for words 
from Economic and Social Research Council (2015) 
ESRC Framework for Research Ethics. Swindon, UK: 
Economic and Social Research Council.

HarperCollins Publishers Ltd, for materials from 
Cohen, L. and Holliday, M. (1979) Statistics for Edu-
cation and Physical Education.

Harvard Education Publishing Group, for words from 
Carver, R. P. (1978) The case against statistical signifi-
cance testing. Harvard Educational Review, 48 (3), 
pp. 378–99.

Higher Education Research and Development and B. 
Grant (Editor), for words from Hammersley, M. (2012) 
Troubling theory in case study research. Higher Educa-
tion Research and Development, 31 (3), pp. 393–405.

Hindawi Publishing Corporation, for words from 
Leshem, S. (2012) The group interview experience as a 
tool for admission to teacher education. Education 
Research International, Article ID 876764. Available 
from: http://dx.doi.org/10.1155/2012/876764.

Acknowledgements

http://dx.doi.org/10.1155/2012/876764


xxvi

a c k n o w l e d g e m e n t s

Human Kinetics Inc., for words from Sparkes, A. C. 
(2000) Autoethnography and narratives of self: reflec-
tions on criteria in action. Sociology of Sport Journal, 
17 (1), pp. 21–43.

Jean McNiff and September Books for words from 
McNiff, J. (2010) Action Research for Professional 
Development: Concise Advice for New and Experi-
enced Action Researchers. Poole, UK: September 
Books.

John Wiley & Sons, for words from Dyer, C. (1995) 
Beginning Research in Psychology. Oxford: Blackwell.

Labaree, R. V. and University of Southern California, 
for words from Labaree, R. V. (2013) Organizing Your 
Social Sciences Research Paper: Types of Research 
Designs. USC Libraries Research Guides. Los Angeles, 
CA: University of Southern California.

McGraw- Hill, for words from Denscombe, M. (2014) 
The Good Research Guide (fourth edition). Maiden-
head, UK: Open University Press.

Mosaic Books and PRIA: Society for Participatory 
Research in Asia, for words from Tandon, R. (ed.) 
(2005) Participatory Research: Revisiting the Roots.

Palgrave Macmillan, for words from Torgerson, C. J. 
and Torgerson, D. J. (2008) Designing Randomised 
Trials in Health, Education and the Social Sciences. 
Houndmills, UK: Palgrave Macmillan.

Penguin Random House, for excerpts from material 
from Asylums: Essays on the Social Situation of Mental 
Patients and Other Inmates by Erving Goffman. Copy-
right © 1961 by Erving Goffman. Used by permission 
of Doubleday, an imprint of Knopf Doubleday Publish-
ing Group, a division of Penguin Random House LLC. 
All rights reserved.

Penguin Random House UK, for material from Goffman, 
E. (1968) Asylums: Essays on the Social Situation of 
Mental Patients and Other Inmates. Harmondsworth: 
Penguin Books. Copyright © Erving Goffman, 1961.

QSR International Pty, Ltd, for screenshot reproduced 
with permission of NVivo qualitative data analysis 
Software; QSR International Pty Ltd. Version 10, 2012.

Research Council of Norway, for words from Gorard, 
S. (2012) Mixed methods research in education: some 
challenges and problems. In Research Council of 
Norway (ed.) Mixed Methods in Educational Research: 
Report on the March Seminar, 2012, pp. 5–13. 
Available from: www.uv.uio.no/ils/personer/vit/kirstik/
publikasjoner- pdf-filer/klette.-mixed- methods.pdf.

Sage Publications Inc., for material from Patton, M. Q. 
(1980) Qualitative Evaluation Methods, Beverly Hills, 
CA: Sage; Lee, R. M. (1993) Doing Research on Sensi-
tive Topics. London: Sage; Denshire, A. (2014) On 
auto- ethnography. Current Sociology Review, 62 (6), 
pp. 831–50.

Sheffield Hallam University, Institute of Education, for 
words from Sheffield Hallam University (2016) Can 
Randomised Controlled Trials Revolutionise Educa-
tional Research? Sheffield, UK: Sheffield Institute of 
Education, Sheffield Hallam University. Available from: 
www4.shu.ac.uk/research/ceir/randomised- controlled-
trials- 1.

Springer, for Leech, N. L. and Onwuegbuzie, A. J. 
(2009) A typology of mixed methods research designs. 
Quantity and Quality, 43 (2), pp. 265–75; Lather, P. 
(1986) Issues of validity in openly ideological 
research. Interchange, 17 (4), pp. 63–84; Pearce, W. 
and Raman, S. (2014) The new randomized controlled 
trials (RCT) movement in public policy: challenges of 
epistemic governance. Policy Sciences, 47 (4), 
pp. 387–402.

Stanford University Press, for words from Sears, R., 
Maccoby, E. and Levin, H. (1957) Patterns of Child 
Rearing. Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University Press.

Taylor and Francis (www.tandfonline.com), for Ander-
son, G. and Arsenault, N. (1998) Fundamentals of Edu-
cational Research (second edition); Bradley, B. A. and 
Reinking, D. (2011) Enhancing research and practice in 
early childhood through formative and design experi-
ments. Early Child Development and Care, 181 (3), 
pp. 305–19; Burgess, R. (ed.) Issues in Educational 
Research: Qualitative Methods; Burgess, R. (ed.) 
(1993) Educational Research and Evaluation for Policy 
and Practice; Burgess, R. (ed.) (1985) Issues in Educa-
tional Research; Cuff, E. G. and Payne, G. (1979) Per-
spectives in Sociology; Day, C., Pope, M. and Denicola, 
P. (eds) (1990) Insights into Teachers’ Thinking and 
Practice; Gorard, S. (2002) Fostering scepticism: the 
importance of warranting claims. Evaluation and 
Research in Education, 16 (3), pp. 136–49; Hammers-
ley, M. (2000) Taking Sides in Social Research: Essays 
on Bias and Partisanship; Hammersley, M. (2015) On 
ethical principles for social research. International 
Journal of Social Research Methodology, 18 (4), 
pp. 433–49; Hammersley, M. and Atkinson, P. (1983) 
Ethnography: Principles and Practice; Hitchcock, G. 
and Hughes, D. (1995) Research and the Teacher 
(second edition); Hong, E., Mason, E., Peng, Y. and 
Lee, N. (2015) Effects of homework motivation 
and worry anxiety on homework achievement in 

http://www4.shu.ac.uk/research/ceir/randomised-controlled-trials-1
http://www4.shu.ac.uk/research/ceir/randomised-controlled-trials-1
http://www.uv.uio.no/ils/personer/vit/kirstikpublikasjoner-pdf-filer/klette.-mixed-methds.pdf
http://www.tandfonline.com
http://www.uv.uio.no/ils/personer/vit/kirstikpublikasjoner-pdf-filer/klette.-mixed-methds.pdf


xxvii

a c k n o w l e d g e m e n t s

mathe matics and English. Educational Research and 
Evaluation, 21 (7–8), pp. 491–514; Morrison, K. R. B. 
(2009) Causation in Educational Research; Piggot- 
Irvine, E., Rowe, W. and Ferkins, L. (2015) Conceptu-
alizing indicator- domains for evaluating action 
research. Educational Action Research, 23 (4), 
pp. 545–66; Polkinghorne, D. E. (1995) Narrative con-
figuration in qualitative analysis. International Journal 
of Qualitative Studies in Education, 8 (1) pp. 5–23; 
Powney, J. and M. Watts (1987) Interviewing in Edu-
cational Research; Rex, J. (1974) Approaches to Soci-
ology; Simons, H. and Usher, R. (eds) (2000) Situated 
Ethics in Educational Research; Walford, G. (ed.) 
(1994) Researching the Powerful in Education; 
Walford, G. (2001) Doing Qualitative Educational 
Research: A Personal Guide to the Research Process; 
Walford, G. (2012) Researching the powerful in educa-
tion: a re- assessment of the problems. International 

Journal for Research and Method in Education, 35 (2), 
pp. 111–18; Zuber- Skerritt, O. (1996) New Directions 
in Action Research.

University of Chicago Press, for words from Whyte, 
W. F. (1993) Street Corner Society. Chicago, IL: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press.

University of Illinois at Urbana- Champaign, for words 
from Lansing, J. B., Ginsburg, G. P. and Braaten, K. 
(1961) An Investigation of Response Error. Studies in 
Consumer Savings, No. 2. Urbana, IL: University of 
Illinois Bureau of Economic and Business Research.

Disclaimer: The publishers have made every effort to 
contact authors/copyright holders of works reprinted in 
the eighth edition of Research Methods in Education. We 
would welcome correspondence from those individuals/
companies whom we have been unable to trace.





1

This part introduces readers to different research tradi-
tions, with the advice that ‘fi tness for purpose’ must be 
the guiding principle: different research paradigms for 
different research purposes. A major message in this 
part is that the nature and foundations of educational 
research have witnessed a proliferation of paradigms 
over time. From the earlier days of either quantitative 
or qualitative research have arisen the several 
approaches introduced here.
 This part commences by introducing positivist and 
scientifi c contexts of research and some strengths and 
weaknesses of these for educational research, followed 
by post- positivist views of research. As an alternative 
paradigm, the cluster of approaches that can loosely be 
termed interpretive, naturalistic, phenomenological, 
interactionist and ethnographic are brought together, 
and their strengths and weaknesses for educational 
research are examined. Postmodernist and post- 
structuralist approaches are also introduced, and these 
lead into an introduction to complexity theory in educa-
tional research. The paradigm of mixed methods 
research is introduced, and its foundations, strengths, 
weaknesses, contribution to and practices in educa-
tional research are discussed.
 Critical theory as a paradigm of educational research 
is discussed, and its implications for the research are 
indicated in several ways, resonating with curriculum 
research, participatory research, feminist research, post-
 colonial research and queer theory. These are concerned 

not only with understanding a situation or phenomenon 
but with changing it, often with an explicit political 
agenda. Critical theory links the conduct of educational 
research with politics and policy making, and this is 
refl ected in the discussions of research and evaluation, 
noting how some educational research has become 
evaluative in nature.
 This part includes a new chapter on the role of 
theory in educational research, indicating its several 
meanings, its origins and roles in educational research, 
and what makes a theory interesting and useful. It also 
includes the discussion of causation in educational 
research and key elements in understanding and 
working with causation.
 The term research itself has many meanings. We 
restrict its usages here to those activities and under-
takings aimed at developing a science of behaviour, the 
word science itself implying both normative and inter-
pretive perspectives. Accordingly, when we speak of 
social research, we have in mind the systematic and 
scholarly application of the prin ciples of a science of 
behaviour to the problems of people within their social 
contexts, and when we use the term educational 
research, we likewise have in mind the application of 
these same principles to the problems of teaching and 
learning within education and to the clarifi cation of 
issues having direct or indirect bearing on these 
concepts.

Part 1
The context of educational research
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This large chapter explores the context of educational 
research. It sets out several foundations on which dif-
ferent kinds of empirical research are constructed:

the search for understandingOO

paradigms of educational researchOO

scientific and positivistic methodologiesOO

naturalistic and interpretive methodologiesOO

post- positivism, post- structuralism and OO

postmodernism
complexity theory in educational researchOO

Educational researchers cannot simply ‘read off ’ the 
planning and conduct of research as though one were 
reading a recipe for baking a cake. Nor is the planning 
and conduct of research the laboratory world or the 
field study of the natural scientist. Rather, it is to some 
degree an art, an iterative and often negotiated process 
and one in which there are typically trade- offs between 
what one would like to do and what is actually possi-
ble. This book is built on that basis: educational 
research, far from being a mechanistic exercise, is a 
deliberative, complex, subtle, challenging, thoughtful 
activity and often a messier process than researchers 
would like it to be. This book provides some tools for 
such deliberation and planning, and hopefully some 
answers, but beyond that it is for the researcher to con-
sider how to approach, plan, conduct, validate and eval-
uate the research, how to develop and test theory, how 
to study and investigate educational matters, how to 
balance competing demands on the research, and so on. 
There is no one best way to plan and conduct research, 
just as there is no one single ‘truth’ to be discovered. 
Life is not that easy, unidimensional or straightfor-
wardly understood, just as there are no simple dichoto-
mies in educational research (e.g. quantitative or 
qualitative, objective or subjective). Rather, we live in 
a pluralistic world with many purposes and kinds of 
research, many realities and lived experiences to catch, 
many outcomes, theories and explanations, many dis-
coveries to be made, and many considerations and often 
contradictions or sensitivities to be addressed in the 
planning and conduct of the research.

 Whilst arguing against simple foundationalism, this 
chapter sets out some conceptions of research which 
researchers may find helpful in characterizing and delib-
erating about their studies. The chapter considers para-
digms and their possible contribution to educational 
research, positivism, post- positivism, post- structuralism, 
postmodernism and interpretive approaches.

1.1 Introduction

Our analysis takes an important notion from Hitchcock 
and Hughes (1995, p. 21), who suggest that ontological 
assumptions (assumptions about the nature of reality 
and the nature of things) give rise to epistemological 
assumptions (ways of researching and enquiring into 
the nature of reality and the nature of things); these, in 
turn, give rise to methodological considerations; and 
these, in turn, give rise to issues of instrumentation and 
data collection. Added to ontology and epistemology is 
axiology (the values and beliefs that we hold). This 
view moves us beyond regarding research methods as 
simply a technical exercise to being concerned with 
understanding the world; this is informed by how we 
view our world(s), what we take understanding to be, 
what we see as the purposes of understanding and what 
is deemed valuable.

1.2 The search for understanding

People have long been concerned to come to grips with 
their environment and to understand the nature of the 
phenomena it presents to their senses. The means by 
which they set out to achieve these ends may be classi-
fied into three broad categories: experience, reasoning 
and research (Mouly, 1978). Far from being independ-
ent and mutually exclusive, however, these categories 
are complementary and overlapping, features most 
readily in evidence where solutions to complex prob-
lems are sought.
 In our endeavours to come to terms with day- to-day 
living, we are heavily dependent upon experience and 
authority. However, as tools for uncovering ultimate 
truth, they have limitations. The limitations of personal 

The nature of enquiry
Setting the field

CHAPTER 1
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experience in the form of common- sense knowing, for 
instance, can quickly be exposed when compared with 
features of the scientific approach to problem solving. 
Consider, for example, the striking differences in the 
way in which theories are used. Laypeople base them 
on haphazard events and use them in a loose and 
uncritical manner. When they are required to test them, 
they do so in a selective fashion, often choosing only 
that evidence which is consistent with their hunches 
and ignoring that which is counter to them. Scientists, 
by contrast, construct their theories carefully and sys-
tematically. Whatever hypotheses they formulate have 
to be tested empirically so that their explanations have 
a firm basis in fact. And there is the concept of control 
distinguishing the layperson’s and the scientist’s atti-
tude to experience. Laypeople may make little or no 
attempt to control any extraneous sources of influence 
when trying to explain an occurrence. Scientists, on the 
other hand, only too conscious of the multiplicity of 
causes for a given occurrence, adopt definite techniques 
and procedures to isolate and test the effect of one or 
more of the alleged causes. Finally, there is the differ-
ence of attitude to the relationships among phenomena. 
Laypeople’s concerns with such relationships may be 
loose, unsystematic and uncontrolled; the chance occur-
rence of two events in close proximity is sufficient 
reason to predicate a causal link between them. Scien-
tists, however, display a much more serious profes-
sional concern with relationships and only as a result of 
rigorous experimentation, investigation and testing will 
they postulate a relationship between two phenomena.
 People attempt to comprehend the world around 
them by using three types of reasoning: deductive rea-
soning, inductive reasoning and the combined 
inductive- deductive approach. Deductive reasoning is 
based on the syllogism, which was Aristotle’s great 
contribution to formal logic. In its simplest form the 
syllogism consists of a major premise based on an a 
priori or self- evident proposition, a minor premise pro-
viding a particular instance, and a conclusion. Thus:

All planets orbit the sun;
The earth is a planet;
Therefore the earth orbits the sun.

The assumption underlying the syllogism is that through 
a sequence of formal steps of logic, from the general to 
the particular, a valid conclusion can be deduced from a 
valid premise. Its chief limitation is that it can handle 
only certain kinds of statement. The syllogism formed 
the basis of systematic reasoning from the time of its 
inception until the Renaissance. Thereafter its effective-
ness was diminished because it was no longer related to 

observation and experience and became merely a mental 
exercise. One of the consequences of this was that 
empirical evidence as the basis of proof was superseded 
by authority and the more authorities one could quote, 
the stronger one’s position became.
 The history of reasoning was to undergo a dramatic 
change in the 1600s when Francis Bacon began to lay 
increasing stress on the observational basis of science. 
Being critical of the model of deductive reasoning on 
the grounds that its major premises were often precon-
ceived notions which inevitably bias the conclusions, 
he proposed in its place the method of inductive rea-
soning by means of which the study of a number of 
individual cases would lead to a hypothesis and eventu-
ally to a generalization. Mouly (1978) explains it by 
suggesting that Bacon’s basic premise was that, with 
sufficient data, even if one does not have a precon-
ceived idea of their significance or meaning, neverthe-
less important relationships and laws will be discovered 
by the alert observer.
 Of course, there are limits to induction as the accu-
mulation of a series of examples does not prove a theory; 
it only supports it. Just because all the swans that I have 
ever seen are white, it does not prove a theory that all 
swans are white – one day I might come across a black 
swan, and my theory is destroyed. Induction places limits 
on prediction. Discoveries of associations of regularities 
and frequent repetitions may have limited predictive 
value. We are reminded of Bertrand Russell’s (1959) 
story of the chicken who observed that he was fed each 
day by the same man, and, because this had happened 
every day, it would continue to happen, i.e. the chicken 
had a theory of being fed, but, as Russell remarks, ‘the 
man who has fed the chicken every day throughout its 
life at last wrings its neck instead’ (p. 35), indicating the 
limits of prediction based on observation. Or, to put it 
more formally, theory is underdetermined by empirical 
evidence (Phillips and Burbules, 2000, p. 17). Indeed 
Popper (1980) notes that the essence of science, what 
makes a science a science, is the inherent falsifiability of 
the propositions (in contrast to the views of the method 
of science as being one of verifiability, as held by logical 
positivists).
 This is not to discard induction: it is often the start-
ing point for science. Rather, it is to caution against 
assuming that it ‘proves’ anything. Bacon’s major con-
tribution to science was that he was able to rescue it 
from the stranglehold of the deductive method whose 
abuse had brought scientific progress to a standstill. He 
thus directed the attention of scientists to nature for 
solutions to people’s problems, demanding empirical 
evidence for verification. Logic and authority in them-
selves were no longer regarded as conclusive means of 
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proof and instead became sources of hypotheses about 
the world and its phenomena.
 Bacon’s inductive method was eventually followed 
by the inductive- deductive approach which combines 
Aristotelian deduction with Baconian induction. Here 
the researcher is involved in a back- and-forth process 
of induction (from observation to hypothesis, from the 
specific to the general) and deduction (from hypothesis 
to implications) (Mouly, 1978). Hypotheses are tested 
rigorously and, if necessary, revised.
 Although both deduction and induction have their 
weaknesses, their contributions to the development of 
science are enormous, for example: (1) the suggestion 
of hypotheses; (2) the logical development of these 
hypotheses; and (3) the clarification and interpretation 
of scientific findings and their synthesis into a concep-
tual framework.
 A further means by which we set out to discover 
truth is research. This has been defined by Kerlinger 
(1970) as the systematic, controlled, empirical and crit-
ical investigation of hypothetical propositions about the 
presumed relations among natural phenomena. 
Research has three characteristics in particular, which 
distinguish it from the first means of problem solving 
identified earlier, namely, experience. First, whereas 
experience deals with events occurring in a haphazard 
manner, research is systematic and controlled, basing 
its operations on the inductive- deductive model out-
lined above. Second, research is empirical. The scien-
tist turns to experience for validation. As Kerlinger puts 
it, subjective, personal belief must have a reality check 
against objective, empirical facts and tests. And third, 
research is self- correcting. Not only does the scientific 
method have built- in mechanisms to protect scientists 
from error as far as is humanly possible, but also their 
procedures and results are open to public scrutiny by 
fellow professionals. Incorrect results in time will be 
found and either revised or discarded (Mouly, 1978). 
Research is a combination of both experience and rea-
soning and, as far as the natural sciences are concerned, 
is to be regarded as the most successful approach to the 
discovery of truth (Borg, 1963).1

1.3 Conceptions of social reality

The views of social science that we have mentioned rep-
resent strikingly different ways of looking at social reality 
and are constructed on correspondingly different ways of 
interpreting it. We can perhaps most profitably approach 
these conceptions of the social world by examining the 
explicit and implicit assumptions underpinning them. Our 
analysis is based on the work of Burrell and Morgan 
(1979), who identified four sets of such assumptions.

 First, there are assumptions of an ontological kind – 
assumptions which concern the very nature or essence 
of the social phenomena being investigated. Thus, the 
authors ask, is social reality external to individuals – 
imposing itself on their consciousness from without – 
or is it the product of individual consciousness? Is 
reality of an objective nature, or the result of individual 
cognition? Is it a given ‘out there’ in the world, or is it 
created by one’s own mind? Is there a world which 
exists independent of the individual and which the 
researcher can observe, discovering relationships, regu-
larities, causal explanations, and which can be tested 
empirically and repeatedly (i.e. under similar condi-
tions) (cf. Pring, 2015, p. 64)? These questions spring 
directly from what philosophy terms the nominalist–
realist debate. The former view holds that objects of 
thought are merely words and that there is no independ-
ently accessible thing constituting the meaning of a 
word. The realist position, however, contends that 
objects have an independent existence and are not 
dependent for it on the knower. The fact that I can see a 
dog is not simply because of my perception or cogni-
tion but because a dog exists independent of me.
 The second set of assumptions identified by Burrell 
and Morgan are of an epistemological kind. These 
concern the very bases of knowledge – its nature and 
forms, how it can be acquired and how communicated 
to other human beings. How one aligns oneself in this 
particular debate profoundly affects how one will 
go about uncovering knowledge of social behaviour. 
The view that knowledge is hard, objective and tangi-
ble will demand of researchers an observer role, 
together with an allegiance to the methods of natural 
science; to see knowledge as personal, subjective 
and unique, however, imposes on researchers an 
involvement with their subjects and a rejection of the 
ways of the natural scientist. To subscribe to the 
former is to be positivist; to the latter, anti- positivist or 
post- positivist.
 The third set of assumptions concern human nature 
and, in particular, the relationship between human 
beings and their environment. Since the human being is 
both its subject and object of study, the consequences 
for social science of assumptions of this kind are far- 
reaching. Two images of human beings emerge from 
such assumptions – the one portrays them as respond-
ing mechanically and deterministically to their environ-
ment, i.e. as products of the environment, controlled 
like puppets; the other, as initiators of their own actions 
with free will and creativity, producing their own envi-
ronments. The difference is between determinism and 
voluntarism respectively (Burrell and Morgan, 1979), 
between structure and agency. Human action involves 
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some combination of these two, polarized here for the 
sake of conceptual clarity.
 It follows from what we have said so far that the three 
sets of assumptions identified above have direct implica-
tions for the methodological concerns of researchers, 
since the contrasting ontologies, epistemologies and 
models of human beings will, in turn, suggest different 
research methods. Investigators adopting an objectivist 
(or positivist) approach to the social world and who treat 
it like the world of natural phenomena as being real and 
external to the individual will choose from a range of 
options such as surveys, experiments and the like. Others 
favouring the more subjectivist (or anti- positivist) 
approach and who view the social world as being of a 
much more personal and humanly created kind will 
select from a comparable range of recent and emerging 
techniques – accounts, participant observation, interpre-
tive approaches and personal constructs, for example.
 Where one subscribes to the view which treats the 
social world like the natural world – as if it were an 
external and objective reality – then scientific investiga-
tion will be directed at analysing the relationships and 
regularities between selected factors in that world. It 
will be concerned with identifying and defining ele-
ments and discovering ways in which their relationships 
can be expressed. Hence, methodological issues, of fun-
damental importance, are thus the concepts themselves, 
their measurement and the identification of underlying 
themes in a search for universal laws which explain and 
govern that which is being observed (Burrell and 
Morgan, 1979). An approach characterized by proce-
dures and methods designed to discover general laws 
may be referred to as nomothetic. Here is not the place 

to debate whether social life is ‘law- like’ (i.e. can be 
explained by universal laws) in the same way as that 
mooted in the natural sciences (but see Kincaid, 2004) 
or whether social life is quintessentially different from 
the natural sciences such that ‘law- like’ accounts are 
simply a search for the impossible and untenable.
 However, if one favours the alternative view of 
social reality which stresses the importance of the sub-
jective experience of individuals in the creation of the 
social world, then the search for understanding focuses 
upon different issues and approaches them in different 
ways. The principal concern is with an understanding 
of the way in which individuals and social groups 
create, modify and interpret the world in which they 
find themselves. As Burrell and Morgan (1979) observe, 
emphasis here is placed on explanation and understand-
ing of the unique and the particular individual cases 
(however defined: see Chapter 19 on case study, in 
which emphasis is placed on the denotation of what is 
the case: an individual, a group, a class, an institution 
etc.) rather than the general and the universal. In its 
emphasis on the particular and individual case, this 
approach to understanding individual (however defined) 
behaviour may be termed idiographic.
 In this review of Burrell and Morgan’s analysis of 
the ontological, epistemological, human and methodo-
logical assumptions underlying two ways of conceiving 
social reality, we have laid the foundations for a more 
extended study of the two contrasting perspectives 
evident in the practices of researchers investigating 
human behaviour and, by adoption, educational prob-
lems. Figure 1.1 summarizes these assumptions along a 
subjective/objective dimension. It identifies the four 

A scheme for analysing assumptions about the nature of social science

the subjectivist approach to social 
science

the objectivist approach to social 
science

nominalism ← ontology → realism

anti-positivism ← epistemology → Positivism

Voluntarism ← human nature → determinism

idiographic ← Methodology → nomothetic

FIguRE 1.1 The subjective-objective dimension

Source: Burrell and Morgan (1979)
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sets of assumptions by using terms we have adopted in 
the text and by which they are known in the literature 
of social philosophy.
 Each of the two perspectives on the study of human 
behaviour outlined above has profound implications for 
research in classrooms and schools. The choice of 
problem, the formulation of questions to be answered, 

the characterization of students and teachers, methodo-
logical concerns, the kinds of data sought and their 
mode of treatment, all are influenced by the viewpoint 
held. Some idea of the considerable practical implica-
tions of the contrasting views can be gained by examin-
ing Table 1.1, which compares them with respect to a 
number of critical issues within a broadly societal and 

TABLE 1.1 ALTERNATIVE BASES FOR INTERPRETINg SOCIAL REALITY

Conceptions of social reality

Dimensions of 
comparison

Objectivist Subjectivist

Philosophical basis realism: the world exists and is knowable 
as it really is. organizations are real entities 
with a life of their own.

idealism: the world exists but different 
people construe it in very different ways. 
organizations are invented social reality.

the role of social 
science

discovering the universal laws of society 
and human conduct within it.

discovering how different people interpret 
the world in which they live.

Basic units of social 
reality

the collectivity: society or organizations. individuals acting singly or together.

Methods of 
understanding

identifying conditions or relationships which 
permit the collectivity to exist. conceiving 
what these conditions and relationships are.

interpretation of the subjective meanings 
which individuals place upon their action. 
discovering the subjective rules for such 
action.

theory a rational edifice built by scientists to 
explain human behaviour.

sets of meanings which people use to make 
sense of their world and behaviour within it.

research experimental or quasi-experimental 
validation of theory.

the search for meaningful relationships and 
the discovery of their consequences for 
action.

Methodology abstraction of reality, especially through 
mathematical models and quantitative 
analysis.

the representation of reality for purposes of 
comparison. analysis of language and 
meaning.

society ordered. governed by a uniform set of 
values and made possible only by those 
values.

conflicted. governed by the values of 
people with access to power.

organizations goal oriented. independent of people. 
instruments of order in society serving both 
society and the individual.

dependent upon people and their goals. 
instruments of power which some people 
control and can use to attain ends which 
seem good to them.

organizational 
pathologies

organizations get out of kilter with social 
values and individual needs.

given diverse human ends, there is always 
conflict among people acting to pursue 
them.

Prescription for change change the structure of the organization to 
meet social values and individual needs.

find out what values are embodied in 
organizational action and whose they are. 
change the people or change their values if 
you can.

Source: adapted from Barr greenfield (1975)
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organizational framework. Implications of the two per-
spectives for educational research unfolds in the course 
of the text.

1.4 Paradigms

Educational research has absorbed several competing 
views of the social sciences – the scientific view and an 
interpretive view – and several others that we explore 
in this book, including critical theory and feminist 
theory. Some views hold that the social sciences are 
essentially the same as the natural sciences and are 
therefore concerned with discovering natural and uni-
versal laws regulating and determining individual and 
social behaviour. The interpretive view, however, while 
sharing the rigour of the natural sciences and the 
concern of social science to describe and explain 
human behaviour, emphasizes how people differ from 
inanimate natural phenomena and, indeed, from each 
other. These contending views – and also their corre-
sponding reflections in educational research – stem in 
the first instance from different conceptions of social 
realities and of individual and social behaviour. We 
examine these in a little more detail.
 Since the groundbreaking work of Kuhn (1962), 
approaches to methodology in research have been 
informed by discussions of ‘paradigms’ and communi-
ties of scholars. A paradigm is a way of looking at or 
researching phenomena, a world view, a view of what 
counts as accepted or correct scientific knowledge or 
way of working, an ‘accepted model or pattern’ (Kuhn, 
1962, p. 23), a shared belief system or set of principles, 
the identity of a research community, a way of pursu-
ing knowledge, consensus on what problems are to be 
investigated and how to investigate them, typical solu-
tions to problems, and an understanding that is more 
acceptable than its rivals.
 A notable example of this is the old paradigm that 
placed the Earth at the centre of the universe, only to be 
replaced by the Copernican heliocentric model, as evi-
dence and explanation became more persuasive of the 
new paradigm. Importantly, one has to note that the old 
orthodoxy retained its value for generations because it 
was supported by respected and powerful scientists 
and, indeed, others (witness the attempts made by the 
Catholic Church to silence Galileo in his advocacy of 
the heliocentric model of the universe). Another 
example is where the Newtonian view of the mechani-
cal universe has been replaced by the Einsteinian view 
of a relativistic, evolving universe. More recently still, 
the idea of a value- free, neutral, objective, positivist 
science has been replaced by a post- positivist, critical 
realist view of science with its hallmarks of conjecture 

and refutation (Popper, 1980) and with the ability for 
falsification being the distinguishing feature of science. 
Further, social science has recognized the importance 
of the (subjective) value systems of researchers, phe-
nomenology, subjectivity, the need for reflexivity in 
research (discussed later in this book), the value of 
qualitative and mixed methods approaches to research, 
and the contribution of critical theory and feminist 
approaches to research methodologies and principles.
 Paradigms are not simply methodologies (Hammers-
ley, 2013, p. 15); they are ways of looking at the world, 
different assumptions about what the world is like and 
how we can understand or know about it. This raises 
the question of whether paradigms can live together, 
whether they are compatible or, since they constitute 
fundamentally different ways of looking at the world, 
they are incommensurate (which raises questions for 
mixed methods research – see Chapter 2). At issue here 
is the significance of regarding approaches to research 
as underpinned by different paradigms, an important 
characteristic of which is their incommensurability with 
each other (i.e. one cannot hold two distinct paradigms 
simultaneously as there are no common principles, 
standards or measures).
 As more knowledge is acquired to challenge an 
existing paradigm, such that the original paradigm 
cannot explain a phenomenon as well as the new para-
digm, there comes about a ‘scientific revolution’, a 
paradigm shift, in which the new paradigm replaces the 
old as the orthodoxy – the ‘normal science’ – of the 
day. Kuhn’s (1962) notions of paradigms and paradigm 
shifts link here objects of study and communities of 
scholars, where the field of knowledge or paradigm is 
seen to be only as good as the evidence and the respect 
in which it is held by ‘authorities’.
 Part 1 sets out several paradigms of educational 
research and these are introduced in Chapters 1 to 3.
 Social science research is marked by paradigmatic 
pluralism and multiple ways of construing paradigms. 
For example, Pring (2015) contrasts two paradigms 
(pp. 63–74). The first paradigm espouses the view that 
there is an objective reality which exists independent of 
the individual and comprises causally interacting ele-
ments which are available for observation; that differ-
ent sciences (e.g. social, physical) can be used to define 
that reality once consensus has been reached on what 
that objective reality is; that the research is replicable 
and cumulative, i.e. a scientifically rooted body of 
knowledge can be gathered and checked for corre-
spondence to the world as it is (the correspondence 
theory of truth) (pp. 63–4). Such a view resonates with 
Hammersley’s (2013) summary of quantitative research 
which is characterized by hypothesis testing, numerical 



t h e  n a t u r e  o f  e n q u i r y :  s e t t i n g  t h e  f i e l d

9

data, ‘procedural objectivity’, generalization, the iden-
tification of ‘systematic patterns of association’ and the 
isolation and control of variables (pp. 10–11).
 The second paradigm, by contrast, espouses the 
view that the world consists of ideas, i.e. a social con-
struction, and that researchers are part of the world 
which they are researching, that meanings are negoti-
ated between participants (including the researcher), 
that an objective test of truth is replaced by a consensus 
theory of truth, that ideas of the world do not exist 
independently of those who hold them (i.e. require a 
redefinition of ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’), that multi-
ple realities exist and that what is being researched is 
context- specific (Pring, 2015, pp. 65–6). Such a view 
accords with Hammersley’s definition of qualitative 
research as that which uses less structured data, which 
emphasizes the central place of subjectivity in the 
research process and which studies ‘a small number of 
naturally occurring cases in detail’ using verbal rather 
than statistical analysis (Hammersley, 2013, p. 12).
 However, Pring’s (2015) point is not simply to set 
out these two paradigms, but to argue that they consti-
tute a false dualism that should be rejected, as they arti-
ficially compel the researcher to make an either/or 
choice of paradigms and, thereby, misrepresent the 
world as multiply meaningful and both independent of 
and part of the researcher, not only a social construc-
tion. He argues (p. 69) that, just as an independent 
physical world must exist in order for researchers to 
construe it, the same can be said of the social world – 
there must be independent actors and social worlds in 
order for apperception and social construction of it to 
make sense.
 Pring cautions against adopting a priori either a 
quantitative or qualitative view of the world as this 
massively over- simplifies the real world, which is 
complex and complicated. Rather, how we pursue the 
research depends on what the research is about, and this 
recognizes that social constructions vary from social 
group to social group and humans can be both the 
object and subject of research (2015, p. 73).
 Pring is not alone in characterizing different para-
digms of educational research. For example, Creswell 
(2013) notes four ‘philosophical worldviews’ (pp. 7ff.): 
post- positivism, constructivism, advocacy/participatory 
and pragmatism. These are discussed in Chapters 2 and 
3. Here we note that the advocacy/participatory para-
digm concerns the disempowered and marginalized, 
and it studies oppression and lack of voice; this brings 
it under the umbrella of critical approaches which we 
discuss in Chapter 3, including gender, race, ethnicity, 
disability, sexual orientation, socio- economic status 
and differentials of power that prop up inequality.

 Lather (2004) sets out four paradigms: prediction 
(positivism); understanding (interpretive approaches); 
emancipatory (critical theoretical approaches); and 
deconstruction (post- structuralist). We discuss these in 
Chapters 1 to 3. Lukenchuk (2013) identifies six para-
digms which, she notes, are not exhaustive (pp. 66ff.):

Empirical- analytic (empiricist; scientific; concerned OO

with prediction and control; quantitative; experi-
mental; correlational; causal; explanatory; probabil-
istic; fallibilistic; concerned with warrants for 
knowledge claims; quantitative);
Pragmatic (focus on ‘what works’; trial and error; OO

problem- centred; practical; experimental; action ori-
ented; utility oriented; practitioner research; qualita-
tive and quantitative);
Interpretive (hermeneutic and existential understand-OO

ing; meaning- making; phenomenological; qualitative; 
naturalistic; constructivist; interactionist; verstehen 
approaches; ethnographic; qualitative);
Critical (ideology- critical; concerned with analysis OO

of power and ideology; consciousness- raising; 
emancipatory and concerned with advocacy/partici-
patory approaches; transformatory; politically ori-
ented and activist; qualitative and quantitative);
Post- structuralist (anti- foundation knowledge; OO

deconstructionist; interpretation of life as discourse 
and texts; transformative; qualitative);
Transcendental (asserts reason, intuition, mysticism, OO

revelation as ways of knowing: mind, body, soul 
and spirit; life as directed by an ‘internal moral 
compass’; foundational; qualitative).

This is not to say that paradigms necessarily drive the 
research, as research is driven by the purposes of the 
research. Indeed we can ask whether we need paradig-
matic thinking at all in order to do research. Rather, it 
is to say that the purposes and nature of the research 
may be clarified by drawing on one or more of these 
paradigms; the paradigms can clarify and organize the 
thinking about the research. Further, it is not to say 
that these paradigms each have an undisputed coher-
ence, unity or unproblematic singularity of concep-
tion. Rather, they are characterizations, ideal types, 
typifications and simplifications for ease of initial 
understanding, recognizing that this blurs the many 
variations that lie within each of them, and, indeed, 
may overlook the overlaps between them; each 
paradigm is not all of a single type and they are by 
no means mutually exclusive. To consider them as 
mutually exclusive is to prolong the unnecessary 
‘paradigm wars’ to which Gage (1989) alluded so 
compellingly.




