My concern with traditional research methods and the importance of understanding the influence of the research method used for educational enquiry.

A few meanderings 18th March 07
Why I am concerned
Questions such as, ‘how do I help children and young people learn to live satisfying and productive lives’, are at the core of improving my practice. It is what is behind other questions such as ‘how can I enable them to explore and experiment with seeing themselves through different ‘lenses’’, and my puzzlement ‘how do I know what I want to do, to commit time, energy and passion to, as I live a satisfying and productive life unless I have ‘tasted’ what it would be for me to create, offer and value gifts in that domain or field of ‘endeavor’? I am understanding those ‘tastes’ as part of what I understand as an educational context of quality which supports children and young people in the generation, revealing, developing, recognizing, working with, and sharing their gifts and talents. I am developing educational theory and practice related to a dynamic, contextualized understanding of gifts; I do not see ‘gift’ as a category or defining attribute or quality.
I will return to this but let me for the moment focus on research methods and why my work is being significantly transformed and transmuted by becoming more sophisticated in my understanding and creative engagement with a Living Theory approach to improving my practice. I think I have taken for granted a lot of what I learnt in my younger years where ‘debate’ and ‘argument’ were exciting, creative activities, and what I learnt later about psychology as a discipline during my life, as an undergraduate in psychology in Hull University, and subsequently during 30 odd years as an educational psychologist. I have at least a nodding acquaintance with the arguments concerning the use and abuse of statistics and experimental design. I have spent considerably more time finding I have constructed answers to questions that were not asked or were ill constructed. It is with that history that I bring a passion to the question of research methods. I say I have taken my history for granted in the sense I assume that others have my skills and understandings, if not my enthusiasms. I am not claiming an expertise in being able to respond knowledgably to specific details but I know enough to recognise where at least some hypotheses have been accepted as fact and I believe that is to the detriment of educational enquiry.
Perhaps that is what I want to communicate – that there are questions to be asked, and why I want to communicate – I believe that engaging critically with research methods is of pivotal importance as the nature of enquiry and the questions that can be asked, are determined by the method of exploration. If educators are to support their young learners to develop educational skills and understandings which will serve them as they learn to live satisfying and productive live, they need to be constructing them themselves. I cheered when I watched the video clip of Jackie De Long. She communicates what I mean much better than these words.
Why do humans research their worlds?
An irritating little question lodged in the back of my head some years ago, ‘how do I know what I want to do if I don’t know what I want to do?’ The question sounds odd, and looks odder but the tidier versions don’t really communicate to me what it is that has really perplexed me over the years and has driven my practice.
Maybe the muddled nature of it has a bit of the muddle and fuzz of what it is for me to be human. It is not that I can’t think and, even, occasionally behave, in a logical, systematic fashion. I recognise I spend a lot of time and effort in trying to make sense of my world by trying to impose an order. I have an aesthetic appreciation of explanations where I can follow the rational ordering of the arguments and I value practice where I can recognise the relationship with such theory. I also recognise that all theory rests on a gossamer bedrock of beliefs about the world where I declare, ‘this is what I believe to be true’, and a web of personal values that are not logical, rational or defendable by any statement other than ‘this is right’. Perhaps that is one of tests I implicitly apply to a research method that is educational; can I understand why this person, has undertaken this piece of work; have I understood their beliefs and values on which the work rests, how are these engaged with in the answer they construct and how far can I relate to them?
How humans research their worlds?
You can’t ask the question until you know the answer but there is a relationship between the question, answer and the ‘terrain’ that is not acknowledged in traditional research methods. As the question is influenced by the answer the answer you get is strongly influenced if not determined by the question that is asked. It is one of the reasons I like Living Theory research. There is an explicit acknowledgement that the question arises through the answer created; not in a static link but through a creative, dynamic, responsive-receptive process. I see the research methods, but I might have the wrong term, as being the terrain in which that can happen. The traditional approach; hypothesis, matched groups, pre and post ‘test’ and statistical analysis of results gives arise to questions that are not the questions that get near to what is of educational interest. However that is not to say it may not be of interest where you want to improve a detail such as an instructional approach. I have worked with the answers of people like Gagne, Haring, and Bereiter and I think my instruction improved as a result. The problem is that the strategies that are given ‘power’ can actually be at odds with what it is I am trying to achieve; I can improve my instructional technique but damage the educational experience for the child. A good example of this is the study which tracked girls with A*s in A levels to Cambridge where they were found to be unable to respond to the educational challenge because they had no confidence to take learning risks; school had successfully taught them to be compliant at the expense of their creativity.
Traditional research methods are not about asking questions, they are about determining whether an answer is right or not right. The form of question in the hypothesis can only be of the form, ‘do children’s test scores increase if they are taught in this way?’ The hypothesis is not a question but a pre-statement of an answer with the intention of showing it to be ‘true’ or not ‘true’. The answer gives no connection with the bigger question – ‘how do I help children learn to live satisfying and productive lives’ and yet whatever I do in my practice as an educator surely should be connected with that. The research method is rooted in a logic and epistemological base which determines the questions that can be explored through it.
I believe that humans are insatiably curious and their curiosity is expressed through the questions they ask, such as what is over the hill, what is it to love, what does this leaf feel like…, and the struggle to construct answers they can believe. I can remember vividly seeing my son doing this when very young. In his pushchair, too young to talk, he stretched out his hand to a bush we were passing. We stopped and with a delicacy of touch and intensity of concentration of an artist painting a hair he explored. Not the grab I had expected but with the tip of his third finger he touched the surface. I obviously have no idea what sense he was making of what he was doing but there was no doubt that he was exploring meaningfully and with pleasure. With an adult’s eyes I had thought he was exploring the leaf but I am taking for granted the categories he was using; he may have been exploring the sensation of his finger tip approaching a surface, the feeling of the color, a texture of a speck of dust… The only thing I can feel certain about now is that there was something between his gaze and his touch that still causes me to believe that he was delighting in creating understandings of his world. I made assumptions and until now had not recognised how many I made. Those unwitting assumptions influence the questions I ask, the manner of their asking, and the answers that I construct, and all are intimately interwoven. Maybe that is what I look for in a research method, that the systematic and systemic relationship between questions and answers and the person, or people, asking them, can be held together.
You get what you measure
Let me go back a step. Questions of the form ‘how do I measure the impact of ‘the package’ (‘the package’ is any finite entity – the national primary strategy, the SEAL programme, the…) are rooted in forms of logic that enable you to claim to be able to ‘measure’ whatever it is you are looking at; that numbers can be assigned and they will not be treated just as nominal data, in other words as labels or names, but they can be arranged and manipulated as ordinal and ratio data. Ordinal – they can be put in an order of importance or size, ratio, that the ‘amount’ or ‘unit’ between 1 and 2 is the same as between 2 and 3… so that 4 can be said to be twice 2… This is easily understood as making no sense when you go back to the concept that is being explored. It makes no sense to say this child reads twice as well today as he did yesterday, this person is three times more emotionally literate as that person… the statements are silly. 
I can appear to be making a little more sense if I say Sam ‘reads’ 8 words today, he could read 4 yesterday so he reads twice as many today than he did yesterday. But even then this is presuming that each word is a standard unit. If I tell you that the first 4 words were Sam (his name), Bart (his dog’s name), and ‘the Simpson’s’ (the name of his favorite TV programme) and the 8 words he reads includes none of these but do include, Bush, Blair, global, insurrection, media, election, vote, parliament you might think that recognizing the 8 words is more than twice as difficult than the first 4. Does it alter the sense further if I tell you that Sam is a 55 year old politician, or a two year old child? 
I am not saying that numbers are not useful and sometimes I want to be able to use statistics but I am saying that the prevailing methods value number in a way that is often destructive of the educational concept that is being explored. I find the word ‘evidence’ rather than ‘measure’ more often opens me to possibilities of making meaning of what I experience in my explorations of educational theory and practice.  
Impact sounds painful
‘Measure the impact of the package’ – the next assumption comes through the use of the word ‘impact’. The notion of ‘impact’ often seems to me to lead to a simplistic (simplistic not simple) search for cause and effect relationships which are singular and discretely definable and identifiable. It leads to research methods with baselines, matched groups, control of variables, and statistical analysis and takes for granted that such attempts are possible and desirable. My desire to feel useful leads me to want to make such claims about how I affect others. It is ironic that such benevolent aspirations should have the unintended potential for such malevolent consequences. I recognize the variety and complexity of what it is to be human. I claim such an assertion on the basis that I have insider knowledge – I am one. I occasionally talk about the impact that a person, an idea or an experience has had on me. I try to give an account of it while at the same time knowing that I may be misguided; even more so when I try to ascribe a unique value to a singular event. 
Let me try to give an example of what I mean. How do I explain my ability to spell? I can remember a lot of the fear and pain of learning to spell through a window of a reconstructed memory of my last year in junior school. Friday’s held a particular anxiety for me; spelling test, learning to recite a poem and handwriting practice. I mean to say, ‘how bad can a day get?!’ Thursday night Mum and I would settle to trying to learn the words for the following day. My weekly test results varied, I think, between abysmal and poor, with the odd high moment of mediocre. What was the impact of the weekly test regime? You could say it was very successful, I scraped into a grammar school, university and employment as an educator. Or, you could ascribe the success to Mum sitting with me week after week, encouraging me to keep trying. Or you could say it was her facing her own struggle with spelling to learn new strategies to help me. Or you could say it was the impact of a family that worked on the basis of a ‘Mr Can’ attitude. The ditty that Mum taught me still rings in my head.
Mr Can he always tried, 
Mr Can’t he always cried,
Mr Can gets many a blow 
But he gets there in the end you know’
 
But I know that the reality is that none of these influences, and many more that I either cant or wont tell you, can be separated out and one shown to be responsible for my success with learning to spell. To try to make such a simplistic causal relationship between any singularity and an outcome is clearly stretching credulity too far.  To then generalize from this case study with my unique constellation of experiences, hopes, fears… to impose a regime on all children with the intention of improving their spelling goes beyond sense. Yet the traditional attempts to measure ‘impact’ specifically seek to do just that.
There is also within the traditional search for ‘impact’ an implied power relationship. There is one right way to do something and this is it and you will do it. I have two problems with this. First I don’t want anyone to have power over me. Second I don’t want power over anyone else. I believe the responsibility for any one’s life rests with them self and they may not pass that responsibility over any more than another should try to take it from them. ‘Power with’ on the other hand is, for me, an acknowledgement of myself as being a responsible part of, and with, my world. With Living Theory I shift my language and practice from constructing measures of impact, to looking for evidence of my educational influence in my own learning, the learning of others and social formations rather than impact and in so doing explicitly acknowledge the complexity of relationships, contextualized responsibility and rights of the individual, and a mutuality of power.
Learning is a verb not a noun
The last word in the ‘measure impact of the package’ is rooted in a form of pedagogy that considers learning as a product, something to be delivered or received, not as a process and even less as a dynamic relationship. I have been thinking of gifts not as an entity but as a dynamic that might be expressed within a phrase such as ‘gifts might be understood in their creation, offering and valuing’. I wonder if this holds something useful to understanding the possibility that opens for me with living theory research; ‘why does Living Theory research reach those places that other research methods fail to reach?’ Some of the reason is communicated in the words themselves; ‘Living Theory’ implies to me something that is systemic, dynamic, relational, rational, breathing, human, communicable… The words carry an energy that arises from within beliefs and values while at the same time enables me to tell  communicable stories (theories) of how I account for myself and the influence that I am having in my world, which enable me to improving my understanding and contribution to the worlds I want to live in. There is an explicit acknowledgement of ‘i’, an expectation that I will explain my ‘i’, that I can not delete myself from an account.
Perhaps it is easier to say that there is no noun ‘learn’, it is a verb  and people do it. A research method that purports to contribute explanations of learning must surely hold the possibilities of embracing a dynamic, not seek to eliminate it with a misplaced focus on an entity as being core to that understanding.
I hope this helps to explain why I feel a passion to communicate why research methods are important to me. If you read this and have understood that the questions that can be asked are determined by the research methods within which they are asked, and that if you, like me want to explore educational questions, the methods selected for research must be grounded in logics and epistemologies that allow educational answers to emerge, then I will feel I have done what I have set out to do. So – are my explanations clear and how could I improve this?
