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Simpozion Internațional "Challenges and Opportunities of the New Information and Communication Technologies for Education” (May 19, 2012)



What do we need research in education for? Dr. Georgeta Ion & Dr. Alina Popa Universitatea din Bucuresti Abstract Education has a number of features that make research have some distinct and different perspective of analysis from other areas. As a field directly related to society, education has a number of objectives which make it an especially consistent field. Research in education has long been disputed. Some of the most important reasons are: the quality of its results, or insufficient guide policy and practice. Research has a potential for influence over public policy in diverse ways. Such potential includes, but is far from being limited to, ‘applied research’ in which the search for new knowledge is explicitly directed towards a policy objective. Research is a key element of an innovative and economically prosperous nation and as such should be conducted within a sustained culture of excellence.



Rezumat Educatia are un numar de caracteristici care face ca cercetarea sa aiba perspective diferite si distincte de analiza din alte zone. Ca un domeniu direct legat de societate, educatia are un numar de obiective care o face un domeniu consecvent special. Cercetarea in educatie a fost mult timp disputata. Cateva dintre cele mai importante motive sunt: calitatea rezultatelor ei sau insuficienta ghidului de politica si practica. Cercetarea are un potential de influenta asupra politicii publice in diverse moduri. Astfel de potentialuri sunt incluse, dar este departe de a fi limitata la "cercetare aplicata" in care cautarea pentru o noua cunoastere este direct explicita spre un obiectiv de politica. Cercetarea este un element cheie al unei natiuni inovatoare si prospere si, ca atare, ar trebui sa se desfasoare intr-o cultura sustinuta de excelenta.



Even though the debate about the value of research in education is one with tradition, it has increased in recent years. The interest is based on the increasing level of education of the population and on the need to understand more deeply the problems facing society (Homer1 /8
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Dixon, 2000). Research offers a vision of science and objectivity given that governments are increasingly more to base decisions on evidence. In this context, studies about the new concept of educational research impact are needed in order to provide educational managers with strategies and visions about the topic. Interest in strengthening the impact and value of educational research is increasing lately, as evidenced by the attention given by researchers to this issue. We note in this regard contributions of authors such as Berliner (2002), Feuer, Towne & Shavelson, (2002). Education has a number of features that make research have some distinct and different perspective of analysis from other areas. As a field directly related to society, education has a number of objectives which make it an especially consistent field. Disagreements regarding research in education are increased by differences in educational policies. Research in education has long been disputed. Of the reasons listed: the quality of its results, or insufficient guide policy and practice. Such attitudes have been identified in different countries. For example, in Britain, the debate in this regard has been initiated by Hargreaves (1998) who contests that research in education cannot compare with research in the medical field that is able to guide government decision-making committees (Hillage et al. , 1998). In France Prost, (2001) and in Australia, McGaw et al., (1992) had similar views. In the U.S., similar events have occurred that targeted attacks against the value of educational research (Coalition for Evidence-Based Policy, 2002, Gardner, 2002), and has suggested that research in education is of poor quality because it has no effect on policy and practice. An example is a website directly related to the U.S. Department of Education (www.wwc.org / about.html) who claimed that “Our nation’s failure to improve its schools is due in part to insufficient and flawed education research. Even when rigorous research exists, solid evidence rarely makes it into the hands of practitioners, policy-makers and others who need it to guide their decisions.” In the same line, there are authors as Charlot (2008) which consider that there is no research on education, in other words, there is no specific discipline of Education. This is a research area where many disciplines work together. Others, however, have an idea of common culture, where the mix of methods and knowledge reinforce the construction of the discipline: Education. Another group, included by the author, believe that Education is a discipline with very specific methods. Moreover, this author compared to the interest or the legitimacy of a specific scientific discourse on education, it is for him to produce standard-through knowledge and methods and not to have an opinion or a pedagogy which are only reports of experience. It 2 /8
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means as well to teach technicals starting with different knowledge that are produced by the research. And it means finally to produce an intellectual mobilization of students and not simply to present them knowledge. Charlot (2008) also reminds that learning does not come from education research but other research fields. Finally, it draws attention to the fact that educational research evolves in a political context influenced by the liberal international institutions, whose watchwords are quality and privatization, and by political speeches explaining micro phenomena by macro phenomena and vice versa. In this context, the choice of researchers and subsidizing of research objects and restricted by policy (eg Brazil). Criticism is growing when it comes to the records presented to society regarding educational research. This, when research has a direct influence, for example contributions in preschool education (e.g. Barnett, 1996, Haveman & Wolfe, 1994). In the U.S., document evidence has played an important role in creating and supporting programs such as Head Start and Early Start. Canada, in 1999 signed an agreement on how public money was invested in preschool education. In the United Kingdom, the research behind many decisions is based on the political agenda in different ways. Another example lies in the relationship between research and the movement of "School Improvement" (e.g. Fullan, 2001; Hopkins, 2001). Practice in school reform, especially at a local level, shows how the capacity of educators was built to practice their profession and to direct attention to a whole school context. Another example is the type of "top down" strategy, which was the basis of the strategies of the 60s. Other examples come from the inclusive education. Research has a potential for influence over public policy in diverse ways. Such potential includes, but is far from being limited to, ‘applied research’ in which the search for new knowledge is explicitly directed towards a policy objective. Research that was conceived and carried through without any consideration of its relevance to policy can also exert influence on the policy process and thus impact upon specific policies. Such impact has typically been conceptualized in terms of either the ‘producer’ or the ‘user’ of research actively pursuing the goal of research having an influence on policy. Viewed from the perspective of those who are engaged in some form of ‘policymaking’, research—whether defined narrowly as academic research or more broadly— is only one of many possible sources to turn to when a particular area of policy is being reworked. The relationship between education research and policy has been characterized in ways which reveal 3 /8
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something of the tensions inevitable when two different worlds come into contact and of the realities of tentative interaction across a cultural divide. Research is a key element of an innovative and economically prosperous nation and as such should be conducted within a sustained culture of excellence. The Australian Government is committed to ensuring that resources provided to carry out research are directed to areas of research excellence and the impacts and benefits that result from the public investment in that research. A clear rationale for examining the quality and impact of research is that high quality research has the best chance of success in a global market and that will ensure a further deepening of Australia’s innovation base. In this line, for example, the Australian Association for Research in Education and the government have been working on different questions in relation to building quality research in Australia. AARE has been trying to deal with the questions, ‘How do we build, support and enhance a quality research culture and one that is appropriate to the field of education?’ and ‘How do we get more support for education research as a field?’ The government, through DEST (the Department of Education, Science and Training) and through the Australian Research Council, has been working on the questions, ‘How do we sort out better and worse research in Australia?’, ‘How do we make Australian research more efficient and effective?’, ‘How do we get better value from it?’ and How do we better establish its international standing?’ In relation to its own ongoing concerns, AARE’s problem is how to get a stronger voice and how to convince those outside education of these needs. In relation to the signaled assessment agendas, its problem is both how to influence the criteria and processes developed for research assessment so that they are more sensitive to the characteristics of education as a field; but also how to confront a developing agenda in which its members have diverse values and some conflicting interests. Another concept related with the educational research is educational transfer. This is a complex social phenomenon involving layers of structures, forces and actors, analyses should be similarly complex and multi-layered. Ideally, analyses of educational transfer should include the interrelationship between social structures, forces and agency. Diversity within the research literature on educational transfer is also beneficial. A knowledge base that includes a variety of research methods and theoretical lenses can best provide rich and realistic explanations. Similarly, comparative and single case studies of a diverse range of locations and substance can 4 /8
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enhance our understanding of the forces, actors and dynamics of educational transfer more generally. As the research literature on educational transfer grows, periodic meta-analyses or syntheses that use various analytical and theoretical perspectives will likely spark new conceptual issues. Comparative analysis can demonstrate the explanatory power of different theoretical lenses, as well as the ways in which they can be refined. Such studies will normally tie up some loose ends while at the same time reveal more loose ends to be tied up by future work. In this way, research syntheses and meta-analyses may be useful guides for devising further case studies to build upon existing knowledge and theory. One way education researchers and their associations might take up the debate about quality and impact in research is as a normative discussion about worth wholeness; to give their own disciplinary-based definition of quality in research (taking ‘discipline’ here in the loose sense of meaning education research). From this perspective, the concern would be to develop and argue a case about why a certain criterion or descriptor or assessment process is appropriate. Another way researchers within the education field might take up the current quality agenda is to consider ‘quality’, ‘impact’ and the RQF Research Quality Framework developments as events and texts and empirical objects of study (arguments elaborated in Yates, 2004). In the first case, the normative discussions about worth, researchers and national research associations might engage in the RQF discussions by elaborating and defending and assessing their own aspirations for the work they do: elaborating criteria of methodological quality, for example; or defending conceptions of appropriate relationships between research and a field of professional practice; or arguing about who or what should be appropriate to judge whether work has in fact been of quality or has had impact. In the second case, the task would require a more sociological and political analysis of quality and impact as enacted practices: as events, and embodied practices and textual artefacts. There was also some discussion about what form of research should be acknowledged as proper research in education: some members wanted only psychological research to be included, but that was not agreed to, though that type of research did dominate for some time. That disciplinary-based norm about what good research looked like was challenged at later conferences with some well-attended symposia and debates about case study and about ideology in education research. 5 /8
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Although “impact” is a concept easily used in different contexts, "there is little literature to examine the impact of research in policy and practice", including "under-representation of language to define the concept" (National Education Research Forum, 2000, 1). Literature uses concepts such as benefits, impact and value in cases of synonymy, although none offers a precise definition of content (Levin, 2004). According to Levin (2004), the impact occurs when research in any of its forms causes a difference in the actions that people make or intend to carry out. This understanding can be developed if we consider the context of medical sciences (Lavis et al. 2002). Research can be used by people in their private or public life and by organizations. People may base their decisions on research or not. Importantly, research is just one of the aspects that influence human activity and its impact is always mediated by more complex social and political processes. According to Levacic & Glatter, (2001) and Willinsky (2000), the impact is not always positive. Often, the research was used to support positions that were later deemed false. This is why the term “consequences” is often preferred to that of “impact”. How does impact come to be? A significant number of teachers showed that when research has an impact, this usually occurs after a period of time (Weiss, 1979, Willinsky, 2000). Impact also rarely arises from direct contact between researcher and politician or practitioner, but often other mechanisms are necessary to facilitate this contact (Levin, 2004). Mass media and professional networks are some of the means of facilitating this contact. A variety of organisms, such as foundations, professional organizations are also involved in dissemination activities, as "policy entrepreneurs" (Mintrom, 2000), people who pursue a cause and research is part of this process. These parties use research for various reasons; these mechanisms serve as a means by which new ideas penetrate the policy and practice. These ideas are further filtered by those who use them, according to personal interests and beliefs. Each field of activity, education, health, justice, etc., have their own practices, customs and specificities. Research affects the activity of these professionals as long as they are convinced that the ideas and practices that it suggests will improve their work and life in one way or another (Cordingley, 2000). For example, some important research on change and innovation (Full 2001, Rogers, 1995) helps us understand the complexity of these processes. Once this dynamic is conscious, there are other important points. The most important is that research is packaged within a series of personal beliefs, complicated practices and deeply rooted beliefs, both at a personal and organizational level, such as organizational standards or 6 /8
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culture or personal predispositions. At the macro level of public policy, there are other processes and constraints (Levin, 2001). Organizations that have an important role at a government or public level are inevitably sensitive to its internal participants visions and current political trends. To these dimensions is added the social dimension. We believe that knowledge is influenced by a range of phenomena and research is important since it is seen as part of this broader context. Recognition of social and political dimension of research impact and its capacity to mediate various mechanisms opens new possibilities. Understanding the impact of research as a long term issue serves to create bridges between research and researchers and the other social processes. References 
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