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Undeniably, empirical research in education can be greatly improved. In
recent years, many educational scholars and practitioners have commented
on the problems of this body of research. Criticisms of the efforts of ed-
ucational researchers are not new, and they range from attacks on techni-
cal grounds to assaults on fundamental questions. Much of the currently
vigorous debate about empirical research in education, often written by re-
searchers, is concerned with the distinction between qualitative and quan-
titative methods of inquiry and the relative advantages of one or the other.
Often this debate is misguided, with scholars claiming that their particu-
lar research methodology is better and that practitioners of the alternative
methodology are committed to a blind orthodoxy. Equally often, writers
argue from an apparent “rampant relativism” that all methods of inquiry
are equally valuable and potentially compatible. The claim of compatibility
can lead to unfortunate and premature closure of an interesting and valu-
able debate about important issues in educational research, as Smith and
Heshusius (1986) have shown.

As one would expect, philosophers of education have participated in
this debate. The empirical research community often pays no heed to the
philosophers’ contributions. It is rare indeed to find reference to philos-
ophy of education work in journal articles devoted to reports of empirical
research. I tested this conjecture by examining an issue of the American
Educational Research Journal. 1 randomly picked the issue (21[3]) from re-
cent volumes on my bookshelf. There were 16 articles in the issue, all of
which reported empirical studies. The reference sections of these articles
included a total of 372 citations, not one of which was for a philosophical
article or book! However, many citations concerned research methodology
and debates on questions of inquiry written by empirical researchers.

It is unfortunate that such a clear separation has grown between philoso-
phers of education and educational scholars pursuing programs of empir-
ical research. Some of the limitations of empirical research in education
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no doubt stem from other similar gaps in communication across subdis-
ciplines. For example, curriculum theorists have probably had the same
impact on research in education as have philosophers of education. It is
likely that some of the serious problems of educational research, particu-
larly problems in conceptualization, would be overcome were these gaps to
be broached.

The contributions by Phillips and Barrow are attempts to reduce the sep-
aration between researchers and philosophers. Both writers are scholars of
education who have spent considerable energy in recent years to help in-
form the empirical research community of developments in philosophy of
education. As well, both at times have taken on the role of critic of educa-
tional research.

The papers included here are somewhat different. Barrow pursues a crit-
ical appraisal of educational research, concluding with seven prescriptions
to which, as he puts it, all educational research must measure up. Phillips,
on the other hand, tries to unpack some of the claims made by the inter-
pretive or hermaneutic school of research in education, which has gained
considerable popularity in recent years. In the process, he takes the stance
of a defender of the more traditional, quantitative approach to educational
research. I address my comments to the Barrow paper first, followed by
remarks on the Phillips contribution.

HAS THE MEDICINE BEEN APPROVED FOR HUMAN CONSUMPTION?

Most governments require new medicines to be tested before they permit
distribution. The approval procedure and the testing that is required for
approval provide important data. When physicians write prescriptions for
patients, they have information available concerning the putative benefits
of the therapeutic regime as well as the likelihood of the various side effects
that accompany the use of a drug. Unfortunately, Barrow has not provided
us with data from his tests, nor has he given us a list of contraindications for
his seven prescriptions.

Barrow is a bit unfair at the start where he suggests that his colleagues
faulted him for hosting a conference of philosophers who would discuss
the future of educational research. Philosophers have every right to talk
about research. Everyone in the community of educational scholarship has
that right. Moreover, because educational research always has an ultimately
applied goal, the whole communities of educational practitioners and pol-
icy makers have the right to talk about educational research. Researchers
who do not recognize their visibility among these groups are naive indeed.
Surely Barrow knows this, as do the colleagues to whom he refers. Of course,
he is correct when he writes that it is not so clear who should count as a prac-
titioner of research. (It is unfortunate that the word research has come to be
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used mostly with reference to programs of empirical studies. If Barrow wants
to be labelled a researcher, he is welcome to the title.) Most empirical stud-
ies are conducted by teams of researchers. Frequently, the senior member
of the team participates only marginally in the data collection phase of the
investigation. Smedslund (1986) likens this to doing research in education
in the manner of astronomical research, where scientists have to view their
phenomena of interest from great distances. As Smedslund puts it, why do
educational researchers not try to get closer to their research participants
instead of trying to distance themselves?

Barrow concludes his introduction by intimating that empiricists are not
sufficiently sophisticated to tell the difference between questions of tech-
nical matters and questions of philosophy. I rather hate to admit it, but I
think he isright. We are quite a barbarian bunch when it comes to matters of
philosophy. Perhaps the cause of our deficiency comes from graduate train-
ing that only rarely equips us for philosophical dialogue beyond the usually
gratuitous foundations course. As well, I suspect that part of ihis problemn
is that only in the past couple of decades have educational researchers de-
veloped theories that are of much use as guides for their empirical efforts.
Crass empiricism without conceptual or theoretical guidance is likely to re-
sult in mindless programs of research, which is what happened with much
of the research on teaching in the early years (Barrow, 1984; Winne & Marx,
1977).

Context is the first of the three features of educational research that Bar-
row argues empiricists must clarify in order to improve their efforts. As I
understand the argument here, Barrow refers to the conceptual founda-
tion upon which a particular study or program rests. He does not mean
the same notion of context that environmental psychologists such as Gump
(1980) refer to when they speak of the physical and psychological setting in
which people live, work, and play. Barrow’s notion, then, concerns a basic
shared understanding of the field of education. Take, for example, one of
his prototypical questions bearing on “a clear conception of the educational
enterprise.” The question is “What ought schools to be for?” This is a very
good question and is, indeed, fundamental to the understanding of a piece
of research. It is also a question that is rarely addressed in the report of a
research study. But it is not a question that is readily answered. Indeed,
it is likely that many more doctoral theses in the philosophy of education
will be written on the topic. (It is also likely that many more professors of
educational philosophy will be granted tenure on the basis of their work on
the question!)

Barrow, of course, is right. These are important issues for educational
scholars to consider and to debate. They are important for empiricists and
nonempiricists alike. Nonetheless, Barrow’s argument demonstrates a nar-
row view of the role observation plays in the development of empirically
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tested educational theory. At the end of the section on context, Barrow
writes: “We want to know not merely what measures were used to establish
learning, progress, and achievement (technical matters) but also how those
measures are conceptually related to educational success.” Barrow divorces
technical issues in empirical research from conceptual and theoretical is-
sues in a rather strange way. Operationalization of constructs (a matter to
which Barrow addresses himself later in the paper) cannot be separated
from a clear understanding of what construct is is operationalized. It is un-
fortunate that research is conducted without a good sense of the hypothet-
ical constructs which are the important objective of study. But educational
researchers have been concerned with the logic of operationalism for some
time. In one of the classic works in the field of test validation, Cronbach
(1971) makes it clear that the very process of validating observational mea-
sures lies at the heart of progress in science. Cronbach’s position places
technical and conceptual issues in the same realm of scholarly activity. It is
impossible to make sense of a particular measure of, for example, achieve-
ment, aptitude, or interest without conceptualizing the domain that is being
measured.

The section on concepts is mostly devoted to a discussion of operational
definitions in research. Barrow’s points are properly made, and the gen-
eral line of argument is sound. As I have written, there can be no excuse
for an absence of good conceptual work when a researcher is operational-
izing constructs to be investigated. In this regard, I agree with Barrow. I
think, however, that he overstates his case. Behaviourism in psychology and
education met a timely death over the last decade or so because of its inabil-
ity to deal adequately with mental life. After all, most educators—scholars
and practitioners included—are more interested in the thoughts of students
than in their behaviour. Behaviour is of interest primarily because it repre-
sents something more important that cannot be observed itself. A teacher
is concerned with the amount of time a child spends on academic pursuits
because that time represents motivation and an opportunity to learn, not
because time occupied in such a manner is a useful educational goal in its
own right. Thus, the objects of most educational research are hypotheti-
cal constructs mostly concerned with the mental life of learners. Because
they are hypothetical constructs, they can only be studied by means of op-
erational definitions. As Cronbach (1971) has argued, the investigation of
the relationships among operationally defined constructs lies at the heart
of empirical inquiry in education.

So we are left with a conundrum. The nature of mental life has been the
topic of enormous debate throughout the history of Western thought. That
debate is just as vigorous today. Recent developments in philosophy, edu-
cation, psychology, cognitive science, and artificial intelligence have raised
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many old questions along with new ones about the nature of thought and
methods for the study of mental phenomena (see, for example, Haugeland,
1981). Thus, Barrow is demanding perhaps too much of empiricists in ed-
ucational research when he enjoins us to articulate “a full, clear and coher-
ent account of what constitutes an instance of something” and “to do this
philosophical groundwork in the proper manner.” Barrow is calling for in-
dividuals to achieve a goal that entire traditions of scholarship have yet to
accomplish, particularly since it is unclear what “a full...account” and “the
proper manner” really mean.

The third feature of educational research that Barrow discusses is content.
I agree entirely with the main point here—i.e., the educational enterprise
involves teaching content. To act as if the content that is taught is of little
consequence to a program of research is foolish. Itis also the case that many
researchers (myself included) have acted foolishly in the past! Barrow’s di-
gression into what is and what is not a skill is perhaps a red herring. Barrow
is not the first critic of a skills-based approach to the study of teaching and of
teacher education based on this narrow approach. The competency-based
teacher education movement was one of the first casualities of the death of
behaviourism.

Before he reaches his conclusion, Barrow makes an unnecessary side step
into questions of technical issues in education. The step is unfortunate, be-
cause it shows some of Barrow’s misunderstanding of empirical approaches
to the study of education. As I have tried to make clear, validity is an issue
central to educational research, not merely a minor topic concerning mea-
surements. Barrow seems to think that validity is something other than an
attempt to “get at the truth.” Indeed, getting at the truth is exactly what va-
lidity is all about. To use Barrow’s example, if a creativity test is not assessing
“our complex notion of a truly creative individual,” then it is not a creativity
test. Scores generated by the test will not have validity for claims about cre-
ativity. The problem is that it is not only the educational psychologists who
have done a bad job of conceptualizing creativity but also everyone else. It
is simple to say that a measure of creativity should identify the “truly creative
individual.” It is yet another matter to gain consensus about the attributes
of creativity and creative people.

Two other matters in the section of the paper on technical matters are
disquieting: the discussion of sampling and the list of all the variables ever
studied in psychology and sociology. Truly random samples and larger sam-
ples are not panaceas for empirical research. The need for random sam-
ples depends on the question that the researcher is asking, along with the
experimental and statistical methodology used in the study. Conducting
educational research is not like conducting agricultural research (the disci-
pline that contributed the basic factorial research design to education). Itis
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not a simple matter to select a random sample of teachers or students from
a population, include them in a study, and then act as if each responded
equivalently to the treatment. Populations of people are not the same as
populations of corn seed, regardless of the statistical model one is using. In
contemporary research that conforms to proper guidelines for the ethical
treatment of research participants and is conducted in real school settings,
truly random samples are virtually impossible to obtain.

The issue of large samples is similar to the random sample issue. What
does it mean to have “larger samples™ If a researcher is investigating the
development of classroom task structures among expert mathematics teach-
ers over the period of a year (Barrow’s third panacea was longitudinal stud-
ies), how many teachers would constitute a large enough sample? First, you
have to find out who is considered to be an expert teacher. Itis unlikely that
large numbers would be identified in any locale. Second, you have to gain
agreement to participate in the research study from the group of identified
teachers. (The reader will have noticed that the idea of “a truly random
sample” will have had to be given up for this study.) Third, the principal
investigator should spend enough time with the teachers to understand the
phenomena that are the topics of investigation (remember Smedslund’s ad-
vice). It is likely that four or five teachers would constitute a large sample
in this instance. Is that large enough? If not, then the research staff would
have to be expanded, and possibly the study would have to be conducted at
more than one location. The budget for such a study would be huge.

The point here is that conducting empirical studies in education requires
dozens, perhaps hundreds, of compromises between various conceptual
and technical options. A dispassionate critique of the researcher’s deci-
sion may show that the study is flawed. Without an understanding of such
decisions, the empirical enterprise could seem arbitrary.

If one added to this stew the requirement that “all relevant variables
[should be] taken account of,” then it would literally be impossible to con-
duct any empirical studies in education. It is hard to find the basis for Bar-
row’s argument here. The design and execution of an empirical study re-
quires a balance between decisions concerning internal and external valid-
ity. In particular, if the researcher has had the luxury of random selection
and random assignment of participants to treatment groups and if the sam-
ple size is relatively large (remember Barrow’s panaceas), then it is highly
likely that individual differences among the participants will be equally dis-
tributed among the groups in the study. The design of the study is then
used to control the major variables of interest. To take into account all the
relevant variables would make the research design gargantuan, beyond the
scope of even the most elegant fractional factorial design.

On balance, it is hard to argue with the general tone of Barrow’s com-
ments. His advice to empiricists echoes certain popular recommendations.
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Indeed, my first reaction to the paper was that, in it, Barrow suggests that
educational research ought to be done well, not poorly. In particular, he
wants empiricists to be more conceptual and theoretical. It is hard to ar-
gue against such counsel. But what his advice lacks is a sense of the nuance
and craft of empirical research in education. As for whether educational
research is to be taken seriously, I am certain that it already has been. For
good or for ill, many teacher educators, practitioners, and policy makers
have taken and continue to take educational research seriously. From Bar-
row’s perspective, I would guess that this state of affairs is unfortunate, but
itis the case nevertheless.

HAVE EDUCATIONAL RESEARCHERS HEEDED THE CALL OF THE GRIM REAPER?

In the last two decades or so, educational research has enjoyed fairly vigor-
ous growth. The major international association representing educational
researchers, the American Educational Research Association, has had a dra-
matic increase in membership. In Canada, the Canadian Society for the
Study of Education and its research affiliate, the Canadian Educational Re-
searchers Association, have experienced the same kind of growth over the
last decade. With respect to research funding, the Social Sciences and Hu-
manities Research Council of Canada has provided increased funds for edu-
cational research and has recently named education as an area for strategic
research funding. There has been, of course, a refreshing and invigorat-
ing growth of pluralism in modes of inquiry. Correspondingly, there has
been a reduction in the hegemony that psychology—particularly the more
quantitative forms of psychological research—has had over methodology in
educational research. But it is wrong to conclude from these developments
that empirical studies in education are dying. Based on these observations,
I would concur with Phillips’ assessment of the power of the grim reaper
over the educational research community.

In his paper, Phillips provides a useful service to those educational re-
searchers who are unfamiliar with the philosophical roots of many of the
current developments in qualitative methodology. The brief overview
that constitutes the first half of the paper will no doubt introduce some
fundamental concepts that provide the cornerstones for interpretive ap-
proaches to educational scholarship. The second half of the paper con-
stitutes Phillips’ critique of, as he puts it, the core hermeneutical case. From
the point of view of an empirical researcher, I have little criticism of the pa-
per. (I also know less about hermeneutics than perhaps I ought to. But then
again, I may be one of the barbarians!) I have, however, some observations
that were provoked by reading the paper.

I believe that Phillips is correct when he writes that “it ...seems incon-
trovertible that much action ...requires explicit interpretation.” A large
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body of educational research in the last couple of decades constitutes an
attempt to do just this. Phillips provides examples of students’ activities in
classrooms that require interpretation in order to be understood. Examples
could also be offered of teachers’ actions. Teachers, in some sense, exert
their influence upon students by making known their intentions. As Harré
(1984) has shown, intentions are a realization of collective acts with social
definitions. For someone to understand a teacher’s intentions, that person
would have to have been socialized in the community to which the teacher
belongs or at least have extensive knowledge of the language, norms, and
practices of the culture. Because virtually every educated person (including
scholars of education) in Western culture has attended school, the mean-
ings of teachers’ actions seem clear. But this clarity is not so obvious to some
young children who may be students in classrooms, as Winne and I (1982)
have shown. An important goal of educational research, then, is to provide
interpretations of these activities from the points of view of teachers and
students.

Phillips goes on to examine the problem of the meaning and the signif-
icance of social practices. One must realize, of course, that the activities
that constitute schooling are social practices which can be analyzed from
the perspective of authorship as Phillips analyzes other social practices. The
classroom recitation, for example, is a social practice that has been widely
diffused and for which an author clearly cannot be identified. Hermeneuti-
cal questions—i.e., questions of the meaning of the activity—can nonethe-
less be asked of participants in classroom recitation. But Phillips is right
when he claims that the question of the meaning of the activity is separable
from the question of the significance of the activity, in so far as significance
is taken to mean effect or consequence. What complicates matters is that
the meaning of a social practice usually influences the effects of that prac-
tice on people. Cognitive theory and research in psychology and education
are predicated on the role of meaning and interpretation as mediators of
social events.

Phillips concludes his paper by contrasting hermeneutics with new ap-
proaches to social science, showing that the two are not as incompatible as
one might expect. In particular, he discusses the role of the hypothetico-
deductive method in hermeneutics. One of the more important issues in-
volved in this contrast is the nature of evidence and procedures used to sup-
port claims of interpretation. How is it, for example, that one or another
interpretation proposed by hermeneuticists can be judged to be better or
worse? What evidence or rules of procedure can be used to solve interpre-
tive debates? In considering these questions, Phillips comes close to arguing
that hermeneutics is merely another branch of scientific inquiry.
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This argument suggests an exaggerated and even dangerous compatibil-
ity (Smith and Heshusius, 1986). Hermeneuticists must chart a course be-
tween the hegemony of the quantitative school and the anarchy of com-
plete relativism. The appeal to facts as states of nature, which derives from
quantitative approaches to educational inquiry, can provide no safe haven
for interpretive research. On the other hand, hermeneutics has to provide
grounds for judging the worth of conflicting interpretations. It is simply
not sufficient for hermeneuticists to argue that uninterpreted facts do not
exist and that the value of a particular interpretation is based on the ex-
tent to which it is believable to the reader. If there are no foundations for
knowledge, then we are “adrift in a world where nothing binds us, where
there are no criteria of right or wrong, correct and incorrect, and where
all is reduced to a clash of taste and opinion” (Smith & Heshusius, 1986, p.
10).

CONCLUSION

The future of educational research is bright. While there are undoubtedly
problems, both technical and conceptual, empirical inquiry in education is
robust and will continue to be so. The contributions by Barrow and Phillips
add to the vigorous debate about research that has been gaining momen-
tum in recent years. The immediate result of this debate is not an early
death of the empirical approach to educational research. Rather, I think
that empiricists, having been forced to defend their territory, are develop-
ing a new sophistication about their research methods and the philosoph-
ical foundations upon which these methods stand. The long-term benefits
of this debate will most certainly accrue to the broader educational commu-
nity, as educational scholarship becomes more robust and develops a more
rigorous intellectual tradition.
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