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Theorizing education: Introducing a
conversation

Teresa N. R. Gongalves, Nair R. Azevedo, Mariana G. Alves

The quest to examine the development of education as a scientific field is
not new. The scientific status of education has been discussed for a long
time, involving scholars from different disciplinary backgrounds and
researchers who operate within different scientific traditions. This ongoing
discussion has generated widespread claims, most of the time taking a
position on ‘unhelpful dichotomies’, as stated by Biesta, Allan, and
Edwards (2011, p. 2206), such as theory wersus practice, empirical versus
theoretical, qualitative versus quantitative, positivism versus post-positivism.

Gert Biesta (2011a) argues that the study of education calls for a stand
about the very idea of education as an academic discipline in its own right.
Whereas conceiving it as an inter/multidisciplinary field or an
autonomous one, both epistemological and methodological questions
might arise when conducting educational research, requesting theoretical
endeavour side by side with procedural options. As Strand (2007) pointed
out, the way we define and study the discipline of education may disclose
options about its object of study, its borders, mission and legitimacy.

We have been claiming (Alves & Azevedo, 2010; Alves, Azevedo, &
Gongalves, 2012) that education is a complex, cross-referenced and
interdisciplinary field, in which research issues and problems should be
addressed within a comprehensive approach, keeping in mind the non-
linearity and potential emergence of educational phenomena. This
standpoint exposes an ongoing effort to deal with a range of research
problems and methodological possibilities, as well as a variety of
theoretical stances (Smeyers, 2011).

When working with doctoral students the issues concerning disciplinary
status, theory development, and epistemological and methodological
questions cannot be overlooked. This has been the case with the doctoral
programme that runs within our research group'. Supervising students
pursuing their own research and assisting them in the development of
research capacities has been a core issue for our research unit (Research
Unit for Education and Development, UIED, Faculty of Science and
Technology, Universidade Nova de Lisboa).

Despite the ever-present concern about theory in standing for the
scientific field of education and educational research, we must

1 PhD Program in Educational Sciences, Instituto Superior de Psicologia Aplicada
and Universidade Nova de Lisboa.
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acknowledge that the first major questions doctoral students bring relate
to methodological issues and available procedural choices suitable for their
research ideas and projects. Our doctoral students come from different
disciplinary backgrounds, carrying with them particular scientific
frameworks, points of view and methodological attitudes, and they also
vary in their abilities to conduct research. Furthermore, our PhD students
are mainly practitioners, mostly elementary and secondary teachers, who
are not searching for an academic career but who will continue to work in
the field of practice in public or private education (Alves & Azevedo,
2010). This situation may account for the prevalence of research interests
and problems related to practice, and the little disposition regarding theory
and theoretical work.

The attempts to prepare students for research and promote the
development of their research skills have primarily emphasized
methodology. The case of our research group does not appear to be a
single one and others have talked about this trend as one of the main
concerns in preparing researches; “they focus almost exclusively on
capacity building with regard to the methods and methodologies of
research,” say Biesta, Allan, and Edwards (2011, p. 225) when talking
about several initiatives and programmes concerning researchers’
development. Also, Marx et al. (2010) remark that many doctoral
programmes in the field of education are light on theory, sustained by
routinized method and atheoretical empiricism (Furlong & Lawn, 2011).
Recognizing the lack of attention to theory within educational studies and
research we eagerly wanted to provide students with some means to
overcome it. While taking steps to improve the preparation of PhD
students, we argue that studying and discussing (educational) theory
contributes to highlighting some issues which will give meaning to the role
of theory in educational research.

The diversity of possible understandings of both theory and practice, and
of the relationship between the two, is often hidden behind
methodological issues and debates when conducting research and training
researchers. Accordingly, we agree that there is a need to consider these
issues not so much as a theoretical and philosophical reflection on the
uses of theory, “but first of all (doing) systematic empirical and historical
investigations into the kinds of theory and forms of theorizing that are
being used in educational research” (Biesta, Allan, and Edwards, 2011, p.
234). This book intends to contribute to that endeavour.

It represents an attempt to draw together some of the thoughts that
challenged us and to systematize some arguments about the role and use
of theory in educational research. In Smeyers’ (2011, p. 146) words,
writing may prevent us from “being absorbed in the chaos of unmediated
complexity”, as it allowed “time to think” and “some distance in the
interest of perspective and justice”.
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Keeping in mind this challenge, some questions have been guiding our
(educational) research and the work developed with our doctoral students:
What is educational theory? What is its role in educational research and
within the training of researchers in education? How do the different
traditions in theorizing education enable the previous questions to be
answered? These issues worked as organizing principles of this book. The
different contributions here presented express diverse attempts to deal
with these matters within different traditions in theorizing education. This
book prompts a conversation between them, privileging southern
European voices.

The first voice, however, was an inspiring voice. Gert Biesta’s work about
the possibility of autonomous theorizing in educational research and about
the different traditions in theorizing education set the tone for engaging in
this conversation. In his text the author calls for pragmatism in dealing
with theory in educational research. For Biesta, the problem is not which
theory should be used but “what is the question to which theory is
supposed to provide the answer?”. In his own words, the question is to
look pragmatically at theory.

The second chapter illustrates the work developed within our doctoral
research group at Universidade Nova de Lisboa. The work presented is a
reflection on theorizing education and educating researchers, which arises
from our practice of teaching in doctoral programmes and supervising
PhD students. The outcomes reported here represent our first step
towards understanding the use of theory in educational research and
reflect an attempt to design a strategy for educating researchers. We
emphasize the need to promote researchers’ critical and reflexive thinking
and their engagement with theoretical modes of educational inquiry
embedded in social and ethical commitment and judgment.

Antonio Bernal (chapter three) analyses the characteristics of educational
theory within a doctoral programme offered by the Department of Theory
and History of Education and Social Pedagogy at the University of Seville.
The author contextualizes his analyses within the Spanish tradition in
theorizing education and its contemporary evolutions, revealing that the
doctoral theses produced were rooted mainly in interpretative and critical
paradigms.

In the final chapter, Joaquin Garcia Carrasco presents the development of
educational theory as an academic discipline in Spain and his perspective
about educational theory, embedded in humanism within an
anthropological ~ approach.  Recognizing  the  complexity  and
multidimensionality of the educational phenomenon, J. G. Carrasco
understands education as the most unifying concept of all human and
social sciences, which must be considered from different disciplinary
approaches. The authot’s position is built upon an analysis of the
implications of cognitive neurosciences and evolutionary biology for
education and the human subject.
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When examining the current features and challenges of education as a
scientific field, we acknowledge debates that have been present across its
own process of development. The intimate connections between theory,
research and practice in education constitute key features but also major
challenges within this scientific field.

In order to introduce the conversation proposed with this book, we
present a preliminary discussion about the contribution of different
traditions and trends for the construction and development of education
as a scientific field and their influence in the Portuguese context.
Identifying and analysing different traditions in theorizing education may
contribute to situating the contemporary debates about education,
educational research and educational theory. German, French and Anglo-
American traditions represent the major influences in Western educational
thought, defining diverse relations between educational knowledge,
humanism and the modern experience. Those influences are particularly
present in the Portuguese case.

Traditions and trends in the scientific field of education

A central concept for the discussion about education and educational
theory is pedagogy and the meanings it has assumed within different
traditions in theorizing education. Those meanings and the relations
established between pedagogy and  educational science(s) trepresent plural
understandings and possibilities for thinking about the role of theory in
the study of education.

In continental Europe, the term ‘pedagogy’ is used in different and not
always congruent ways in the field of education, expressing the problems
and unsolved questions within the establishment of education as a
scientific field (Anglo-American tradition) or as a discipline (continental
tradition). In current debates in continental Europe, pedagogy is
understood, simultaneously, as the classical definition of educational
sciences — present in the German tradition as ‘general pedagogy’; as the
term used to define educational practices and the theories about those
practices; as well as to define the methods used by teachers in order to
teach and promote learning (Boavida & Del Dujo, 2007). The different
uses of the term reflect the process of ‘scientification of education’ and
the influence of different traditions in theorizing education, especially
German and French. Estrela (2007), referring to the French tradition and
its influence in Portugal within the context of the institutionalization of
educational sciences, states that there is a certain ambiguity in the
definition of ‘scientific pedagogy’ that persists until today: it is used
simultaneously to refer to an applied science (deductive), to the science
that studies the relations between the educational phenomena (inductive),
to a specific form of education — school education — and the reflection
about it, and to pedagogic action or practice, reflection about it or
confluence between thought and action.

8
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It is important to notice that both German and French traditions are
embedded in humanist, idealistic and rationalist perspectives rooted in the
tradition of enlightenment. In the German tradition, initiated by Herbart
(1776-1841), pedagogy is what gives unity to all educational knowledge; it
is understood as simultaneously practical and theoretical knowledge, a
systematic and general knowledge about education. Pedagogy is rooted in
the need for a disciplinary unity in the field of education, led by
philosophy as its normative foundation, connected to the tradition of
idealism and historicism. Understood as such, pedagogy studies the
educational phenomenon in order to guide its practical development at a
normative level and reflects on the educational problems through
ideological and philosophical commitments. In the French tradition,
pedagogy is also rooted in philosophical foundations; it is a normative
discipline whose point of departure is a theory about man and society, and
in this sense it is connected to political and ideological systems. However,
the development of the study of education, and the process of
constitution of education as a scientific field, introduced fragmentation in
a domain where pedagogy, as a normative discipline, guaranteed the unity
of the different components of the study of education and the articulation
between theory and practice (Boavida & Del Dujo, 2007).

This fragmentation assumed different forms in both traditions: in the
German tradition there was a division between ‘pedagogy’ and ‘didactics’,
which reflects a separation between the moral and the instructional
dimension of education; whereas in the francophone tradition, under the
influence of Durkheim (1858-1917), a distinction was drawn between
pedagogy (understood in the German sense — philosophical reflection
about education) and educational science (understood as description,
analysis, interpretation and causal explanation of educational facts). Since
there was no educational science at the time, Durkheim’s concern was to
provide pedagogy with scientific knowledge and techniques from other
social sciences. For Durkheim, pedagogy should have a base of scientific
knowledge in order to become an applied science, whose scope is the
genesis and functioning of the educational systems, focusing on
observable facts, their analysis and categorization, and the production of
objective knowledge about these facts. From these origins in the French
tradition, there were different attempts to build a properly scientific
pedagogy; the terms ‘scientific/rational pedagogy’ (Binet, Claparede) and
‘experimental pedagogy’ (Dottrens, Simon) express these attempts and will
led to the birth of ‘educational sciences’ (Debesse, Mialaret) at the end of
the 60s of the last century.

In the process of the constitution of ‘educational sciences’, pedagogy was
transformed into an applied science and absorbed into the field of
educational sciences. The application of the experimental method to
pedagogy deepened the internal differentiation between pedagogy and
didactics. However, this tendency coexisted with the speculative reflection
and rationalization rooted in Herbart’s heritage guided by ethical,
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instructive and organizational concerns about education. The two
tendencies developed into two distinctive ways to approach education:
experimental pedagogy, understood as a pure empirical science, free from
philosophical presuppositions and liberated from all axiological,
ontological and epistemological problems (Bengtsson, 20006), and
humanistic pedagogy, heir to the modern tradition of enlightenment,
understood as philosophical and teleological. Through history, the
constitution of pedagogy as a separate discipline represented a separation
between pedagogy and philosophy under the influence of psychology, in a
first moment, and sociology in a second moment. In fact, we can question
whether the process of establishing pedagogy as a separate discipline,
within educational sciences, corresponds to or represents the constitution
of an autonomous discipline and its autonomous modes of theorizing
education. Throughout its development, pedagogy has borrowed its
identity from philosophy, psychology and sociology.

Colom Cafiellas and Nufiez Cubero (2001) divide the process of the
constitution of educational sciences in continental Europe, and the
historical process of pedagogy, into three moments: a first intra-
pedagogical dismemberment, corresponding to the separation of pedagogy
and didactics and the emergence of the history of education and school
organization; a second methodological dismemberment, related to the rise
of the two ‘pedagogies’ (rational and experimental); and a third extra-
pedagogical and thematic dismemberment, connected to the constitution
of educational sciences.

The first dismemberment reflects the separation between the moral
dimension of education (pedagogy) and the instructional dimension
(didactics), an intra-pedagogical dismemberment. Through this division,
pedagogy became a discipline about education, disconnected from
instruction (learning). This division reflects a separation between the ends
(telos and ethos) and the means (methods) of education. By becoming the
object of didactics, instruction — the methods of teaching and the ways of
learning — was separated from education, in its moral and teleological
sense. The terms ‘instruction’ and ‘formation’ (in French), or ‘instruccién’
and ‘formacién’ (in Spanish), or ‘instru¢ao’ and ‘formacao’ (in Portuguese),
express this distinction. Formation (formacion, formagao) is understood
in the moral sense as the formation of a person, the human subject, and
implies a reflection about the e#hos and zelos of education. Without the
educational intentionality for learning, didactics is decontextualized.
Without its reality (practice), pedagogy becomes an empty discipline.
Within this separation we can find the roots of the contemporary
discourses about learning and the problematic relation between theory and
practice in the field of education.

The second dismemberment corresponds to a methodological
differentiation, a pedagogical diversification related to the emergence of
two pedagogies: experimental pedagogy and rational pedagogy. The
former is the result of the application of the experimental method to
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pedagogy in the attempt to develop educational knowledge through the
scientific method. Applying the experimental method to pedagogy
deepened the internal differentiation between pedagogy and didactics.
Rational pedagogy, also «called ‘general’, ‘fundamental’, ‘essential’,
‘systematic’ or ‘critical’ pedagogy, aimed at the definition of a universal
model, valid for every man. As heiress to general pedagogy, rational
pedagogy is rooted in the philosophical tradition of enlightenment.

The last dismemberment referred to by Colom Cafiellas and Nuifiez
Cubero (2001) referred to the development of and increasing interest in
the different human sciences for education, throughout the 20% century,
representing the emptying of pedagogy. It is concomitant with the
progressive hegemony of the Anglo-American tradition in continental
Europe and the recent developments in the process of ‘scientification’ of
educational knowledge and practice. The Anglo-American tradition is
rooted in evolutionist, empirical and pragmatic approaches that define it as
a science. Educational theory is deeply connected with experimental
psychology and functionalist sociology. The idea of education as an
academic discipline in its own right is absent (Biesta, 2011a) from this
trend. In English the term ‘education’ designates both the practice of
education and the study of education, while for most Western languages
the discipline of educational knowledge production is called ‘pedagogy’
(Bengtsson, 2000).

The different meanings that ‘pedagogy’ and ‘educational science(s)’
assumed within the three traditions in theorizing education (German,
French and Anglo-American) and the ambiguities present in the
translation of these traditions to southern European countries also express
the main questions or problematizing axes in what concerns the possibility
of establishing education as an academic field in its own right, the nature
of educational knowledge and the role of educational theory. The
questions about educational knowledge as desctiptive/explanatory
(scientific) or normative (reflective, philosophical) knowledge, as proper
(autonomous) or derivative (interdisciplinary) (Fendler, 2012), are at the
heart of the different traditions and echoes within the current debates
about educational sciences, educational research and educational theory. If
we assume that there is a significant difference between ‘scientific theory’
as explanatory, concerned with ‘what is” and related to scientific truth, and
‘educational theory’ as normative, concerned with ‘what ought to be
done’, based on value judgments and ‘rationally justified principles’
(Biesta, 2011a), maybe it is possible to set the basis for ‘autonomous ways
of theorizing education’. The question of interdisciplinarity or multi-
referentiality becomes a question of purpose, judgment and value. As
stated by Fendler (2012 p. 322), “all disciplines are original or derivative in
some way or another (...) [but] some derivations may be a great deal more
desirable than others (...) the question is what exactly do we choose to
borrow from other fields and to what purposes do we put those
borrowings?”

11
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This question highlights the distinction between educational sciences,
understood in a plural sense, and educational science, as a single discipline.
Recent debates (Houssaye, Setard, Hameline, & Fabre, 2004; Meirieu,
2006) within the francophone tradition express the desire to establish
education as an autonomous discipline, recovering and rehabilitating
pedagogy as the science of education. Within these debates educational
sciences are considered to be external to education, because they have
their proper object(s). They look at education from the perspective of
their own object — psychology studies education from a psychological
point of view (as a psychological fact), sociology approaches education
from a social point of view (as a sociological fact), and so on. Educational
science, as a single discipline, considers and constitutes education, in its
totality, as its object. Instead of considering education according to
sociological, psychological or economic criteria, the contributions of the
different disciplines for the study of education are evaluated from an
educational point of view. Education is the criterion for the incorporation
of scientific knowledge produced in other disciplines. The work of
Meirieu, Hameline and Houssaye represents attempts to recover the figure
of the ‘pedagogue’ and to surpass the death of pedagogy represented in
the development of educational sciences. The pedagogue is the one that
tries to conjugate theory and practice through his own action; he is a
‘practitioner-theoretician’ of educational action. Pedagogy is an ‘in-
between’; it is produced within the specific relation between theory and
practice existing in education. It is understood as a theory of the
pedagogical situation, characterized by action, embeddedness, ruptures
and failure (Houssaye et al., 2004), and operates within the breaches
between theory and practice. For Meirieu (20006), pedagogy represents the
opportunity to think about (and keep) the contradictions inherent in
education and educational endeavour and to think about the educational
principles, purposes, facts and actions. Meirieu understands pedagogy not
as a ‘scientific’ discipline, since his definition of education is political,
philosophical and anthropological. His perspective, as well as that of his
‘fellows’ in the francophone tradition, is a humanist perspective, which
tries to recover the basis of a common universal culture and the sharing of
humanist principles through culture and education.

Similarly, in Anglo-American tradition, the recent work developed by
Biesta (2010), Biesta and Safstrém (2011) and Fendler (2012) seeks to
reflect on education beyond an essentialist or humanist approach. Biesta
and Safstrom (2011, p. 1) recover from the enlightenment the idea of
“education as a liberating process, a process aimed at the realization of
freedom”, proposing thinking about education beyond the tension
between ‘what is’ and ‘what is not yet’. The former tension points toward
the future and ties education to the modern vision of progress.

Instead, the authors suggest an a-temporal understanding of education as
“a matter of being responsible for the present” (p. 2). The tension is now
between ‘what is” and ‘what is not’. Within this framework the central
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concern and purpose of education is freedom. This perspective raises the
question about the possibility of forms of theorizing that are able to ‘stay’
in this tension (Biesta & Safstrém, 2011). This position trequires
autonomous educational theory, as distinct from applied or imported
forms of theorizing. Understood as such, educational theory is neither
explicative nor normative; it is rather ethical, political and aesthetic.
Accordingly, it is exceeding, generating, vibrating (Fendler, 2012), it is an
in-between that opens up possibilities.

Both contemporary francophone and Anglo-American perspectives
represent attempts to think about the singularity and particularity of the
educational event, refusing a ‘total pedagogy’ and the reduction of
education merely to a scientific endeavour. They consider education from
its inherent tensions and contradictions. Both represent attempts to think
about education not as science or technique not as instruction, but in its
human (existential) and public character, as relational and worldly.
However, while some authors within the francophone perspective keeps
education within the humanist tradition, some contemporary Anglo-
American perspectives represent an attempt to go beyond humanism,
proposing a post-humanist approach to education.

What is at stake in contemporary debates is the relationship of educational
knowledge with humanism and the modern experience, and the way in
which the different traditions in theorizing education may help us to
(re)think about this relationship.

Educational sciences in Portugal

This debate has also taken a different pace and trends in countries with
different historical, political, scientific, philosophical and educational
traditions. The analysis of the Portuguese case will uncover some trends
that frame the field of education, concerning the scientific identity of
educational research and the relations between theory and practice.

Although it is not our intention to develop a genealogy of educational
research in Portugal, we think that a brief reflection upon its
developments throughout recent decades may help us to clarify and
understand the existing panorama, as well as to highlight some of its
future challenges, especially concerning the need to reflect upon the
possibility and necessity of developing modes of theorizing educational
research.

The definition of education as a scientific field in its own right, and its
epistemological construction and definition in Portugal, is closely
connected to the democratization process, the expansion and
(re)organization of the Portuguese educational system and the need for
educational reforms. At the institutional level, teaching and research in
educational sciences in Portugal were developed within the context of the
creation of courses for teacher education in universities during the 70s,

13



Teresa N. R. Gongalves, Nair R. Azevedo, Mariana G. Alves

and schools of education (polytechnic institutes) in the 80s, as well as the
creation of master and licentiate degrees in educational sciences (Campos,
1991). The 70s correspond to the elaboration and implementation of
educational policies for pre-service teacher education, the 80s to in-service
training and the 90s with continuous professional development of
teachers. During this period, educational research followed the process of
academic legitimation of several groups of experts in educational sciences,
which were being integrated in higher education institutions (Ambrésio,
1992; Campos, 1995; N6voa, 1991). In 1991, the majority of the PhDs in
education in Portugal had obtained their degree abroad, mainly in France,
the UK and the USA (Ambrésio, 1992). The establishment of educational
sciences was due mainly to an institutional development in several areas of
an educational system in full expansion and the urge to respond to its
needs in terms of human resources, training and institutional framework.

This institutional consolidation preceded the scientific affirmation of the
field in Portugal, and in spite of the social and political influence that this
represented for an emerging scientific field, it had some important
consequences for knowledge production, research and autonomous
reflection.

Already in 1991, Né6voa had stated that “the sciences of education in
Portugal were asphyxiated in their critical-reflexive dimension for the
urgency of an almost desperate action in vital areas of the educational
system, such as training and professional development of teachers”
(Novoa, 1991, p. 48). Different authors criticize research’s exclusive focus
on teaching and school education (Correia & Stoer, 1995; Névoa, 1991),
as well as the lack of production of specific theoretical and conceptual
knowledge (Campos, 1993; Stoer, 1986). At that time, a logic of
justification and legitimation of educational policies seemed to
predominate, an administrative approach more concerned with the
efficient functioning of the educational system than with the construction
of autonomous reflective research (Ambrosio, 1992). There were also
persistent criticisms towards the predominance of a disciplinary logic in
educational research, with the powerful influence of psychology,
sociology, history and political science. The scientific production in
education remained closely connected to the original disciplines of the
researchers (N6voa, 1991), and the perspective of education as a field of
application — not as a field of autonomous production of knowledge — was
also predominant (Pacheco, 2004). The perspective that the conceptual
identity of education is of a practical nature, connected to the social and
cultural contexts in which it is integrated (Pacheco, 2004), has prevailed
until today and it is reflected in most of the educational research
developed in Portugal. Also within the academic context, the different
disciplines in educational sciences are organized according to the particular
conceptions of the institution leaders, instead of epistemological
arguments (Pacheco, 2004). These traits may explain the absence of
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departments of educational theory in Portuguese schools and faculties of
education.

The epistemological debates emerging out of this socio-historical context
reflect the confrontation between two different traditions in theorizing
education — the francophone and the anglophone — and the effort to
establish education as a scientific field in its own right. There is a strong
relationship between the epistemological debate and the socio-historical
context we have previously analysed. The epistemological debate emerges
out of a determined socio-political order and is historically situated while,
simultaneously, it tries to reflect upon and transform that same socio-
historical reality in which it takes place. Together, these aspects
determined the consolidation, otientation and evolution of educational
sciences in Portugal, especially in what concerns research production and
knowledge construction in educational theory.

In the debates around the establishment of educational sciences in
Portugal we can trace two different tendencies: one, connected to the
anglophone tradition, defends the scientific construction of the
disciplinary field through its problematic, in its plurality and multi-
referentiality (Canario, 2005; Noévoa, 1991); another, linked to the
francophone model, defends an identity and scientificity materialized in
the definition of a scientific pedagogy, built under the presupposition of
an ‘irreducible pedagogic’ (Estrela, 1992). These two influences represent
competing perspectives within the efforts to build educational sciences’
identity by the Portuguese scientific community.

Like the general trends previously described, the Portuguese research
related to the francophone tradition has been concerned with the
promotion of educational sciences as a discipline in its own right and
connected to the emergence of a research effort internal to the dynamics
of the educational processes. Otherwise, research developed within the
anglophone tradition has been focused on the effort to open
problematization spaces where disciplinary perspectives converge, without
the concern of tracing internal borders (Carvalho, 1991). In this tradition,
educational sciences are understood as a scientific field, rather than a
discipline, representing a process of ‘secondary disciplinarization’
(Hofstetter & Schneuwly, 2001, in Canario, 2005). According to Névoa
(1991, p. 31), “the emergence of a second identity is essential to the
consolidation of an educational scientific community and to the definition
of a transversal specificity of education sciences, which gradually
establishes research’s common practices and attitudes”. From the author’s
perspective, the approach to educational sciences within the anglophone
tradition seems to be more active and interesting because it promotes
cross-disciplinarity and challenges traditional disciplinary boundaries.

Several Portuguese authors recognize that the reflection and production of
educational theory have been scarce. This absence is usually explained
either by the process of institutionalization of the educational sciences and
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the proximity between educational research and political reforms (Correia
& Stoer, 1995), by the incorporation of knowledge produced in other
disciplines (Estrela, 1992; Pacheco, 2004), by the perspective of education
as practical knowledge (Pacheco, 2004), or by the influence of the two
traditions (Estrela, 2007). Within the francophone tradition there is a lack
of concern with the concept of theory, while in the anglophone tradition
the term ‘theory’ has a scientific connotation, which becomes hegemonic,
in contrast with a philosophical understanding of theory (Estrela, 2007).

What kind of conversation?

As we have been exposing, the questions of ‘what is” educational theory
and ‘what is it for’ require engaging in a conversation with the modern
project and the different trends and traditions it has originated, in order to
envision the possibility of going beyond modernity by considering its
‘others’ emerging in the current debates about education.

The main question is what kind of conversation do we need to engage in
when doing educational research? Our proposal deals with the possibility
of thinking within the existing tensions between different traditions and
trends, in such a way that the plurality of educational phenomena is
preserved, as well as the plurality of theoretical approaches, which sustain
the intentional gaze of the educational researcher.

It is our perspective that the need for theory and the possibility of
autonomous theorizing in education may be thought beyond scientism or
humanism, within existential, ethical and aesthetic perspectives.
Humanism and scientism represent the two ‘universals’ of the modern
project. While humanism is an attempt to define human essence and to
answer the question about what it means to be human, scientism refers to
the desire for definition and universal application of the scientific method
of experimental science. Both humanism and scientism have been
challenged throughout the 20% century in philosophy and in science (e.g.
Foucault, Derrida, Popper, Putnam) as reductionist and exclusive. They
represent zmpossible efforts to define human essence, the nature of
knowledge and truth. The analysis and discussion about educational
research and educational theory within different traditions in this chapter
shows that we can still identify persistent traits of these modern
‘universals’ in several contemporary discourses and debates about
education and educational research.

Adopting a post-humanist perspective (Biesta, 2011b), we argue for the
recognition of the existential character of education, rejecting essentialist
approaches. Abandoning the idea of a total pedagogy doesn’t represent a
denial of education as a meaningful endeavour. In fact, educational
experience is meaningful in an existential way, not in an
essentialist/humanist way. Within this perspective, knowledge is not about
truth but about the meaning (or meaningless) of what happens (the
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educational happening, event). In education we deal with finite, existential,
contingent and relational knowledge.

In order to identify processes and practices of education (to be able to
study them), we need to have a conception of education, we need theory
in order to identify, and construct, our object of study (Biesta, 2011a;
Silva, 2000). More than the idea of reflexivity connected to social sciences
(Giddens, 1996), theory gives visibility to educational problems to be
enquired. In that sense, it represents the opportunity to “think otherwise”
(Ball, 2006) or “to make the familiar strange” (Biesta et al., 2011).

Our perspective incorporates recent critics of the predominant
understanding of educational research as evidence-based (Biesta, 2007,
Bridges, 2011) and its underlying scientism (Gongalves, 2010), and
proposes that educational researchers, instead of taking the problems
(defined by the politicians, decision-makers and practitioners), can define
their own problems, their own working hypotheses. The portrait of
educational research made by Delamont, Atkinson, and Pugsley (2010)
shows that educational research in recent decades has focused on a very
narrow range of educational problems and settings, that central features of
the educational world are taken for granted, in such a way that they
become invisible, and that there is a lack of good working hypotheses or
foreshadowed problems. According to the authors, we need strategies to
fight familiarity, in order to “make the familiar strange” and to construct a
polygon of intelligibility around educational events (Biesta, 2007).

This book prompts a conversation as a twofold strategy. First, it is an
exercise in expressing familiarity. Writing about our own different research
contexts and realities is a way to shape our assumptions and perspectives
about theory, research and education and how they atre inscribed and
express particular traditions and trends. Secondly, it is an exercise in
otherness. Gathering and confronting diverse perspectives is a way to ‘fight
familiarity’, placing singularity and uniqueness into presence.
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Theory and research in education: The case for
pragmatism

Gert Biesta

Introduction

I recently had the privilege to be the external examiner of five PhDs in
education. The PhDs were written in different languages and emerged out
of quite different academic cultures. The reason I was invited to be an
external examiner most likely had to do with the fact that each of the
PhDs made more or less extensive use of theory, including some of the
theory I have engaged with in my own work. What struck me, despite the
fact that these PhDs were written in different languages and were
conceived in quite distinct academic cultures, was that several of them
struggled with a similar issue, namely the role of theory in the research. In
some cases it looked, as I put it in one of my reports, that candidates had
got a little lost in other people's theories. The 'struggle' with giving theory
a proper place is a not uncommon phenomenon in educational research,
not only in PhD projects but also in the work of more experience
researchers, which often have a tendency either to be significantly
undertheorised or, like some of the PhD projects I saw, to be significantly
overtheorised (see Biesta, Allan & Edwards 2011).

The question this raises is how one can find the right balance in the
engagement with theory in educational research, particularly in a time
when there seems to be a real proliferation of theory from the side of
philosophy, social theory, cultural studies, and so on, both at the level of
'object theory' — that is the theory we use 7 research — and with regard to
'meta theory' — that is the theoties that ate available about research. The
question here is not only about which theory or theories one should use to
inform one's research, but also about what one expects ot hopes theoty to
'do’ in research. And there is perhaps even the bigger question why one
should engage in research at all. In this chapter I wish to make a case for
pragmatism in the engagement with theory in educational research. This
does not mean that I will express a preference for pragmatism as a theory
or a philosophical position, but rather that I will suggest that questions
about theory in research should always be approached in a pragmatic way,
that is, in connection to the question "What is the problem?' — or, to be
more precise: 'What is the question to which theory is supposed to
provide the answer?' This, so I will suggest, is not only important in the
conduct of research, but also has implications for how we educate the
next generation of educational researchers.
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Theory, a matter of confession?

The pragmatic approach I am advocating in this chapter can be
distinguished from what we might term a confessional approach to the role
of theory and philosophy in research, one where the first step would be to
'sign up' to a particular theory or theoretical 'school' in order only then to
start the research. Such position-taking often takes the form of a kind of
confession, such as in statements like 'T am a qualitative researcher' or 'I
am a poststructural feminist'. While it is true that one can never start from
nowhere and that in this regard there may be some sense in laying one's
cards on the table at the outset of the research, this shouldn't mean, in my
view, that we only do this in a confessional way, that is, as a matter of
literally faking the position: appropriating it and bringing it into our
possession. One important reason for this has to do with the fact that
theories and philosophy allow us to do certain things. And although the
metaphor of the 'tool' has perhaps been used a little too often, in some
regard it is useful to see theories and philosophies as tools or instruments
we work with. Seen in this way, to simple confess oneself to a tool,
becomes to look problematic when we compare it to tool use in a field
like carpentry, for example, where the first judgement is never about
which tool to use but always about what the task is that needs to be done.
After all, while a hammer can be very appropriate for some tasks, it is
entirely inappropriate for other tasks, so to confess oneself as being a
'hammering carpenter’ would seriously limit one's ability to be a good
carpenter.

A further problem with a confessional approach to the role of theory and
philosophy in one's research has to do with the fact that if one thinks of
theory and philosophy as something one can confess to, one immediately
objectifies theory and philosophy and forgets that many and perhaps all of
the theories and philosophies that are around — many of which have
turned into identifiable 'positions' — were actually developed in order to
engage with and address very particular problems. To disconnect theories
and philosophies form the context in which they were developed and in
which they were meaningful, runs the risk of objectifying such theories
and philosophies — making them into a thing, and thus into a position,
rather than to see them as the specific outcomes of very specific
processes. While the objectification of theory and philosophy can be a
useful way to 'map' a particular field or to make sense of the different
'moves’ within a particular discussion, it ultimately disconnects the
'product’ from the 'process' and thus blocks the intelligent use of theory
and philosophy.

The case for pragmatism therefore always comes with the suggestion that
any theory, philosophy or theoretical or philosophical position one
encounters is (re)connected with the particular context in which it
emerged and, more importantly, with the particular problems those
working on the theory or philosophy sought to address. It comes, in more
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plain language, with the duty to understanding the history or origin of the
tools one encounters, in order to be able to make more intelligent use of
them!.

It then becomes possible to see, for example, that the now often
demonised split between mind and body that can be found in the work of
René Descartes, was not a matter of taking a particular position or
articulating a particular theory about the mind and the body, but emerged
in the context of a much more complicated and much more urgent
discussion about the question of human freedom and human
responsibility in a situation in which modern science was pushing a picture
of the universe as entirely mechanistic, that is, entirely operating on
deterministic laws of cause and effect. While one may disagree with the
particular solution Descartes sought for safeguarding a space for human
freedom and human responsibility, one can at least begin to appreciate
why a split between mind and body provided a possible answer to the
issues at stake.

Similatly, while it has become fashionable to criticise the Kantian idea of
rational autonomy as too rational, too autonomous, too self-sufficient too
disconnected, and perhaps even as too male, his was an attempt to
articulate the qualities a person would need — and hence the mode of
being and acting a government would need to safeguard — at a time when
European monarchies came to an end and questions about what it would
mean to be a citizen with the context of newly developing democratic
societies emerged. Also, while the work of Vygotskij has become popular
if not fashionable in many quarters, we should not think of his endeavour
as an attempt to develop and then defend a socio-cultural position, but
rather see it as stemming from the question how we might understand the
emergence of higher mental functioning — which itself took place within
the context of a discussion about the respective contribution of individual
and social or inter-subjective factors to this. Deconstruction, to take
another popular notion, should again not be seen as a particular
philosophical position developed by Derrida in order to mark himself off
from other available philosophical positions, but rather as an attempt to
address the unjustifiable power origins often play in a wide range of
different arguments and discussions — not only philosophical, but also
political and ethical and, not in the least, educational.

To look pragmatically at theory — which thus requires to ask the question
what a particular theory or philosophy was developed for, which means to
trace it back to the context in which it was developed and to reconnect it

! Richard Rorty's 1979 book Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature is, for me, still a
prime example of such a pragmatic reading of the history of modern philosophy
and modern thought more generally. The same 'flavour' can be found in some of
the key texts written by John Dewey, such as Reconstruction in Philosophy (1920)
and The Quest for Certainty (1929).
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to the particular problems that those working on the development of the
particular theory or philosophy sought to address — is even more
important in those cases where theorists themselves begin to forget what
it was that motivated their work in the first place. A recent example of this
tendency can be found in what now is often referred to as 'actor-network
theory' or '"ANT.' This 'theory' originated in the context of an attempt to
provide a non-sociological understanding of asymmetries in power and
influence in science and technology in order to overcome the problem
that sociological analyses always ended up having to claim superior
insights in the workings of science and technology (see Latour 1987). Yet
over time, and partly also through the adoption by others of the insights
developed in this context, actor-network 'theory' lost its connection with
its context of origin and in a sense became the very kind of sociological
theory that it sought to replace (see, for example, Law & Hassard 1999;
Latour 2005).

Problems with being non-pragmatic

There are, therefore, a number of problems with a non-pragmatic
engagement with and use of theory and philosophy in research. One is
that if we disconnect a particular theory or philosophy from its context of
origin, we end up giving it a status it never sought to have. Doing so, runs
the risk of putting us in a position where we use theory-as-truth rather
than to use theory as a-specific-answer-to-a-specific-question which, by
the way, should be distinguished from the more general idea of theory as a
'tool,' or a 'lens' or a 'perspective.’ The risk of non-pragmatic engagement
with theory is also that we become susceptible to theoretical fashions
without being able to provide a rationale and justification for the particular
theory or philosophy we use. In this regard it is at least remarkable that so
many research projects in education, not in the least PhD projects, opt for
'a socio-cultural perspective' — often formulated in precisely this way.
Operating in a non-pragmatic way not only makes it more difficult to
actually justify one's selection, but at the very same time pushes us in the
direction of a confessional approach — and here it is also important to
keep in mind that PhD students are often pushed or even forced in the
direction of such a theoretical confession by more experienced researchers
who have located themselves within a particular position, rather than that
they operate pragmatically — a phenomenon that can particularly be found
in the language of 'research paradigms.! A non-pragmatic stance with
regard to theory thus leads to a situation where theory has power and
control over us, rather than that we have power and control over the
theory or theories we decide to use. That, once more, shows how a non-
pragmatic approach prevents us from engaging with theory and
philosophy in out research in an znselligent way. (The idea of 'intelligence'
used here takes inspiration from John Dewey's idea of the transformation
of 'trial-and-errot' into intelligent action — see, for example, Dewey 1938;
Biesta & Burbules 2003.)
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Theory, the very idea

Although the word 'theory' is easily used — and so far I have used it myself
in a rather loose way — it is not entirely easy to identify what it refers to,
not in the least because the meaning of the word has shifted significantly
over time. If we go back to the Greek origins of the word — which, of
course, always raises the further question where the Greeks got their
words from — theory (Bewpia) had to do with spectatorship: being a
spectator of a performance or a festival, including religious festivals, being
an official envoy to a festival, consulting an oracle, or making a journey in
order to study something. Here we can see that the meaning of theory is
firmly located within the domain of the empirical as it is about direct
experience and witnessing. With Plato and Aristotle, however, theory
(Bewpia) became connected to the domain of the non-empirical, that is, of
Platonic forms and Aristotelian universals. Theory (Bewpid) thus became
understood as knowledge of a permanent and unchangeable reality
‘behind’ the empirical world of change, flux and appearances.

The distinction between empirical and theoretical knowledge gained
further prominence with the raise of the worldview of modern science in
which the main role of theory became that of the explanation of causal
connections between empirical phenomena. The need for theory had to
do with the insight that while correlations between phenomena can be
perceived, underlying causal connections can not. Theory was therefore
needed to account for or speculate about undertlying processes and
mechanisms. Here theory transformed into what Gaston Bachelard (1986
p-38) has called “a science of the hidden.” With the rise of hermeneutics
and interpretivism in the late 19% century, theory also become a device for
understanding, that is, for making intelligible why people say what they say
and do what they do. The role of theory here is that of deepening and
broadening everyday interpretations and experiences — something
captured in Anthony Giddens’s idea of double hermeneutics (see Giddens
1975). The primary interest of eritical theory, developed by the
philosophers of the Frankfurt School working in a tradition going back to
Marx, lied in exposing how hidden power structures influence and distort
such experiences and interpretations. The ambition here is that the
exposure of the workings of power can contribute to ewancipation (see Carr
& Kemmis 1986; Biesta 2010a).

The shift from theory as empirical to theory as non-empirical hints at one
of the key roles theory plays in contemporary research, namely its role in
the analysis and interpretation of (empirical) data. But while theory plays a
crucial role in making data 'intelligible,' it is important to see that theory
does not just come at the very end of the research — when all the data have
been collected — but also plays an important role in the initial phases of
research. Here theory is indispensible for the conceptualization of the
phenomenon one wishes to investigate. For example, while a researcher may
wish to study 'learning,' it is only after one has engaged with the question
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how one wishes to conceptualize learning — for example, as information
processing, as behavioural change, as acquisition, as participation, as social
practice — that one can make decisions about which phenomena one
should focus on and also how one might go about doing so (which is the
question of design, methodology and methods). Some researchers, more
often those working at the interpretative end of the spectrum, reject the
idea that theory should play such a role in the initial stages of the research
as they feel that this biases the research findings and blinds researchers
from seeing aspects that fall outside of one's theoretical 'frame.' While it is,
of course, always important to be open in research, this particular
objection fails to see that the world never appears unconceptualised and
untheorised, so that 7of to engage with conceptualisation runs the risk of
uncritically accepting existing definitions and conceptions of the
phenomenon under study. It also shouldn't be forgotten that to
conceptualise learning as, for example, participation, in no way fixes what
it is one will find through empirical investigation about such participatory
processes — which means, to put it in a more positive way, that the role
theory plays in the initial stages of research can never replace empirical
work.

Theory of educational research: Paradigms or purposes?

If the discussion so far has focused on the roles theory plays within
research, then I now wish to move to a slightly different aspect of the role
of theory in research, and a slightly different dimension of the case for
pragmatism. This has to do with the wider justification of particular
approaches to research — sometimes referred to as the question of
research philosophy but more often, particularly in the English speaking
wotld, as the question of so-called 'research paradigms.' The language of
paradigms in research often suggests that there are a number of
fundamentally different approaches to doing research, often labelled as
'quantitative’ and 'qualitative' with, in some cases, a critical approach
identified as a third research paradigm.? A major problem with identifying
different approaches to research in terms of 'quantitative' and 'qualitative'
is that strictly speaking the labels 'quantitative' and 'qualitative' can only
accurately be applied to the kind of data one works with — either quantities

2 One important source for a depiction of educational and social research in terms
of paradigms is the chapter by Guba and Lincoln in the first edition of the
Handbook of Qualitative Research (Guba and Lincoln 1994). Although Guba and
Lincoln paint a more complex picture about research paradigms than the
distinction between a quantitative, a qualitative and a critical paradigm, the
discussion about research paradigms more often than not just proceeds in terms of
these categories or even only in terms of quantitative versus qualitative. This
uptake has also been reinforced by recent work on mixed methods in educational
and social research, which often depicts different ways of mixing in terms of
various combinations of quantitative and qualitative research (see, for example,
Tashakkori & Teddlie 2010).
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or qualities, that is, either numbers or words/concepts — but not to what
one does with such data (see also Biesta 2010b). Here one already needs to
shift to different concepts, for example in terms of a distinction between
research that 'quantifies' and, with a move that is actually difficult to
express in the English language, research that 'qualifies.’ Yet even such
terms only refer to the way in which research 'wotrks' with data, but
doesn't provide any insight in what it is that the research is actually aiming
for. Yet it is the latter question — the question of the particular purpose (or
purposes) of research — that can help to see significant differences
between differing research approaches. It is such a characterization — that
is in terms of what research secks to achieve — that I wish to identify as a
pragmatic way of understanding the differences between research
approaches. And the reason for calling it a pragmatic way of engaging with
different approaches to research is that it allows for the selection of a
particular approach on the basis of a considered judgement about what it
is one aims to achieve with one's research, rather than in a confessional
way where one would locate oneself within a particular paradigm without
being able to ask for what reasons and purposes one would want to be
located there. So how might we understand the different purposes of
research? And what is implied by a choice for one option — which in a
sense is always a choice against other options?

As I have already briefly indicated above, in terms of what research aims
to achieve we can make a distinction between three distinctively different
purposes: that of explanation, that of understanding, and that of emancipation.
The idea that the task of research is to explain, has its roots in the natural
sciences where explanation is generally understood in causal terms, that is,
as the identification of connections between causes and effects — and in
'strong’ interpretations of causality, as necessary connections between causes
and effects; a way of thinking we can find, for example, in the idea of laws
of nature. The ambition behind explanatory research is that once we are
able to identify necessary connections between causes and effects — that is,
if we are able to generate perfect explanations — we are, in principle, in a
position to predict future events based on what is happening currently and,
to the extent to which the causes are manipulable, we are also able to
control future events. The idea of explanation — and perhaps we might add:
the ambition of explanation — rests on particular assumptions about
reality, namely that reality itself is 'made up' of causal connections between
events. Such an ontology emerged in the wake of what is often termed the
scientific revolution, that is, the rise of a mechanical worldview that
precisely assumes that ultimately reality operates as a perfect clock. While
it might be possible to model some events in physical reality in terms of
perfect causal connections, it is not an assumption that can be held for the
whole of physical reality — for example, at a sub-atomic level such strong
causality is not a plausible assumption, but also many biological processes
do not operate in such a mechanistic-causal way, something which has
been theorized, for example, in complexity theory.
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More important for the field of educational research is the question
whether human phenomena such as education can be understood in the
same way, that is, whether it is plausible to assume that in the domain of
human action we can find strong connections between causes and effects.
This question goes back to a much wider and older discussion which is
often framed in terms of the question whether human action is caused or
motivated, that is, whether human beings ultimately act as stimulus-
response machines or whether they act on the basis of their interpretation
of the situation, and driven by their motivations for action. Such a view,
which we can for example find in the work of Wilhelm Dilthey (1833-
1911), argues that in the domain of human action we should not use a
language of causes but rather a language of reasons. This then not only
suggests a different methodology for research that aims to take this reality
seriously, but also and first of all a different purpose for research, not that
of aiming to explain underlying causal connections but rather that of
trying to understand the reasons that govern human action. If under the
aegis of explanation the role of theory is to make plausible why particular
events take place in cause-effects-chains, then the role of theory in
research that aims at understanding human action, is to make plausible
why people act as they act, first and foremost through reconstructions of
people's perspectives and interpretations.?

Some see the difference between explanation and understanding basically
as a difference at the level of ontology — that is, at the level of the
assumptions we hold about the nature of the reality we are investigating.
In that case the choice for either explanatory or interpretative research,
that is research aiming at understanding, is a choice based on what one
believes the nature of social reality is. Others treat the question first and
foremost as a methodological one, that is, that to the extent to which
social reality can function in a causal way it makes sense to aim for
explanation and to the extent to which social reality can not function in
that way — or cannot be #ade to function in this way — research should aim
at understanding. I am inclined to favour the second approach, partly
because I do not think that physical reality simply works in a (strong)
causal way, and partly because I believe that social reality can be made to
function in a causal way — this requires a particular intervention to which
elsewhere I had referred as that of complexity reduction (see Biesta
2010c). The idea of complexity reduction — that is of the reduction of the
complex operation of systems that are basically open and non-
deterministic — shows on the one hand one such systems can be made to
behave in a more deterministic way and shows on the other hand — and
this is crucial — what the 'price' is we need to pay for making social systems

3 An older but still tremendously intelligible discussion of the role of explanation
and understanding in social research in Hollis (1994), also because Hollis provides
a useful discussion of both 'individualistic' and 'holistic' conceptions of explanation
and understanding, thus being able to combine accounts of both approaches
within psychology and sociology and related fields of research and scholarship.
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work in a causal way. As this involves, for example, that we not only
reduce the scope for individual action and decision-making but also
reduce the opportunities for individuals to think and judge for themselves,
we can see that attempts to make social systems such as education work in
(quasi-)causal ways often comes at a high price and raises serious ethical
and political issues.

The idea that the purpose of social and educational research should be to
make generate understanding of the experiences, interpretations and
motivations of actors in order to make plausible why they act in the way
they do, does, however, raise one further important question, which is
whether the interpretations people give of their own actions, perceptions
and motivations can be taken as a true or correct account of what is going
on. It is here that Marxist philosophy and theory has raised the possibility
that our understandings can actually be distorted as a result of the way in
which social power structures operate on our understandings and
interpretations. This is the problem of ideology, where ideological thought
is not only thought that is socially determined — that is, thought that is
'produced' by social forces — but that ideological thought it thought which,
in the words of Karl Marx, "denies this determination" (Marx, quoted in
Eagleton 2007, p.80). If this is the case, then it means that the
understandings actors of their own situation is by definition inaccurate or
false — hence the idea of false consciousness — and thus needs a different
intervention, not one where the researcher simply clarifies and
systematises what actors already know about their own situation, but
where the researcher makes visible to the actors how their interpretations
have been determined by undetlying power structures. Doing so, so the
idea here is, can result in emancipation, that is, in liberating social actors
from the hidden influence of power. That is why the purpose of research
— which, in the language of paradigms is often referred to as critical
research — is that of emancipation (see, for education, for example Carr &
Kemmis 1986).

While there is much more to say about the different purposes of social
and educational research, to think of different research approaches first
and foremost in terms of their purposes — that is in terms of what they
seek to achieve — allows for a much more intelligent way to make
decisions about the particular approach one should adopt, than to think of
this in terms of 'quantitative' versus 'qualitative' — which, as I have
mentioned, actually only says something about the kind of data one works
with, but not why one should work with such data in the first place. To
look at different research approaches in terms of their purposes does
allow for pragmatism with regard to the choice for a particular purpose,
that is, for a decision where the first question is not one of how to conduct
research but what it is one secks to achieve — explanation, understanding
or emancipation, to put it briefly. Or to put it in terms of the carpenter
and his tools: the first choice is not that of 2 hammer, a screwdriver or a
saw, but starts with the question what the problem is one seeks to address.
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Three options or an integrative view?

If the foregoing provides a different way to engage with the plurality of
approaches available to social and educational researchers, there still is the
question whether we should think of these approaches as separate — so
that at some point there is still the question of committing oneself to one
of them — or whether the approaches might actually be though of in
connection to each other. The latter view has been espoused by Jirgen
Habermas, most notably in his books Erkenntnis und Interesse (Habermas
1968; translated as Knowledge and Human Interests and published in 1971) and
Zur Logik der Sozialwissenschaften (Habermas 1970; translated as On the Logic
of the Social Sciences and published in 1990). Rather than to think of the
explanation, understanding and emancipation as three different and
separate 'modes’ of research, Habermas suggests that explanation has a
role to play in social research, but that when such research operates
excclusively in an explanatory mode is misrepresents the specific nature of
social reality (and this misrepresentation can, in turn, lead to a distortion
of this reality). That is why explanation always needs to be embedded
within research that aims for understanding, so that the interpretations of
human actors can have 'control' over explanations generated about (parts
of) their actions. Yet Habermas acknowledges the key insight from the
critical tradition that the understandings of social actors can be distorted
by the workings of power. Hence interpretative research needs, in turn, to
be embedded within modes of critical research that can make visible how
power operates on people's interpretations so that ultimately the whole
research effort can contribute to emancipation. For Habermas, the
emancipatory ambition of social research is therefore not an approach that
is different and separate from research aiming at explanation or
understanding. He argues for a 'nested’ model where explanation is nested
within understanding and understanding is nested within critical forms of
research so that the total effort can contribute to emancipation.

The most difficult question: Why do research at all?

So far I have made a case for a pragmatic engagement with theory within
research and a pragmatic approach to different research approaches. I
have, in other words, both made a case for pragmatism with regard to
theory in research and with regard to theory of research. While I do think
that at both 'levels' such a pragmatic approach can not only provide
researchers with guidance about what they want theory to do in their
research, rather than that they theory drives the research or, even worse,
researchers get lost in the complexity of theory — they get lost, as I have
put it, in other people's theory — the discussion so far has relied on the
assumption that research is, in itself, a good idea. But if we want to be
thoroughly pragmatic, we should not only be able to justify our particular
choices within our research efforts and our particular approaches to
research, but we also need to engage with the question why fo do research at
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all — at the very least in order not to forget that research is not something
good or desirable in itself, but is a very particular way to respond to
problems and issues. So what might we say in response to this 'most
difficult’ question? Let me conclude with some reflections on this
question.

The main thrust in arguments for research — particularly but not exclusively
in the social domain — are of a utilitarian nature, that is, they highlight that
the outcomes of research can be usefiul. Sometimes, and this is perhaps the
most 'tempting' way to argue for the usefulness of reseatch, this is done by
highlighting that research provides us with technical knowledge, that is,
knowledge of how to do things, of how to solve a problem or change a
situation for the better. This rationale goes back to the old idea that
(causal) explanation not only provides us with the tools of prediction — if,
that is, we can assume that the reality we are talking about behaves in a
sufficiently causal way — but also with the tools of intervention and
control. The idea of 'control' is, of course, not necessatily a bad idea, as
there are many areas of our lives where control over what occurs is
desirable and beneficial. Of course this is again something that is most
prominent in our engagement with the physical world where increased
opportunities for control can add to security and an overall increase in the
quality of life — for example with regard to our health. But the example of
health is already an interesting one, because it is obvious that health is not
just a matter of technology and control but also has an important
subjective dimension. There are diverging definitions of what it means to
lead a healthy — and perhaps we should add: a happy — life, and technology
can never override such definitions or define what health and happiness
are or ought to be. There is of course a real danger that this does happen,
as many technologies are not only very powerful but also omnipresent, so
that it is not always easy to resist the ways in which technologies tempt us
to do A rather than B.

Whereas in our engagement with the physical world we now have at least a
number of centuries of experience with technical knowledge and
technology, and have been able to assess both the benefits and dangers of
such knowledge — which is not to suggest, of course, that this discussion
has been settled and that there are no problems left. The ongoing advance
of technology in many areas of our lives raises ongoing ethical and
political questions. In the social and educational domain the question of
technology is a different one because, as I have suggested eatlier in this
chapter, the assumption that what happens in the social and educational
domain is similar to how things work in the physical domain — that is in
terms of causes and effects — is highly problematic. (I have also indicated
that notions of strong causality are also only of limited use in the physical
domain.) While it might be possible to 'push' social and educational
processes towards quasi-causal ways of operating, this comes always at a
price, and thus raises the question whether we are willing to pay such a
price — which brings us straight back to ethical and political questions and
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considerations; questions which are not simply there for ethical
committees or politicians, but ate also questions that researchers
themselves should engage with. There are, therefore, ontological,
methodological and ethico-political issues with regard to the ambition that
research can and ought to generate technical knowledge about social and
educational processes — which is why the ongoing but in my view rather
naive call to researchers to generate knowledge about 'what works'
remains highly problematic (see Biesta 2007; 2010d).

The usefulness of research is, however, not confined to the generation of
technical knowledge and technology, as much social and educational
research provides us with different ways to see, understand, and interpret
the situations we work in. In distinction from technical knowledge De
Viies (1990) has suggested to refer to this as 'cultural knowledge' and
connects this to a different way in which tesearch can be relevant for
social practices, to which he refers as the cultural role of research. By
providing different understandings of social and educational realities,
research can not only help those working in and with such realities to see
things in a more precise manner — it can help to provide clarification to
our understanding of what is going on in such practices, and some might
even argue that it can help us to understand what is really going on; at the
very same time it can alert us to problems that we may not have seen
before, for example with regard to the way in which we act in such
settings with the intention to improve opportunities for all, actually
operates in such a way that some benefit more from this than others
(which his one of the insights the sociology of education has contributed
to our understanding of social and educational practices, but similar
patterns have been revealed through gender studies and critical race
studies, for example). Along the cultural line social and educational
research can therefore also lay claim to usefulness, not because it simply
provides us with opportunities for control but because it provides us with
a wider range of possibilities for action, based on a wider range of
understandings.

It is here that social and educational research would often like to position
itself, not as a controlling technology, but rather as an emancipatory one,
that is, one that provides social and educational actors with more and
better opportunities for their own judgement, decision making and action.
Perhaps we should tefer to this rationale for research as 'soft
emancipation, in order to distinguish it from the stronger and more
specific emancipatory claims that come out of critical traditions of social
and educational research where the ambition is not simply to provide
social and educational actors with more options for action, but where the
ambition is to reveal the hidden workings of power in order to emancipate
social and educational actors, and through them the 'audiences' they serve,
from those workings. But here some caution is needed, in order not to
paint a picture that only looks at the potentially positive or beneficial
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effects of social and educational research. There are two points that are
important here.

One is the point made by Michel Foucault — and, to a certain extent, now
part of the 'common knowledge' of many social and educational
researchers — that knowledge should never simply be understood as the
very 'thing' that can liberate us from the workings of power, because
knowledge and power are not to be understood as separate 'entities’ that
are in an ongoing 'battle' in such a way that knowledge can ultimate
overcome the workings of power and set us free. This is partly because
power is not simply negative and not just to be understood as limitation,
but is also positive and actually quite important if we wish to make any
chance for the better. But it is also, because knowledge itself is not free
from power — not only in the old adage that 'knowledge s powet' but also
in the sense that as soon as we (claim to) know something we also have
opened up avenues for control and the limitation of opportunities for
action. This is cleatly a problem for educational research, not in the least
for those modes of research that aim to provide understanding about
educational realities and experiences. After all, to generate detailed
knowledge of how, for example, students operate strategically within the
educational system or, to refer to another field, how adults navigate the
complex landscape of lifelong learning, is not only just 'interesting'
knowledge but provides politicians and policy makers — and even
educators — with new avenues for control that ultimately can block the
very spaces for action and agency that such students or adults were able to
create for themselves. Knowledge, to put it briefly, is therefore never just
a liberating technology — at the very same time it can be (and often is) a
disciplining technology (see Foucault 1970), which is one of the main
reasons why we should be careful about just claiming the utility of
research in the social and educational domain.

If this raises some questions about 'soft' emancipatory ambitions of
research, the other important reminder — if not warning — has to do with
stronger emancipatory ambitions, particularly those that claim that social
research can reveal to social actors what they themselves cannot see or
know about their social situation and, ultimately, about their own thoughts
and feelings. Here the idea of a 'science of the hidden' re-emerges, and the
fundamental question here is whether emancipation should indeed be
understood as the act where one person explains another person — where
one person tells another person what he or she is really thinking and
feeling — or whether to think of emancipation in these terms is actually the
most unemancipatory intervention of all. Paulo Freire already identified
this problem when in his Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Freire 1970) he argued
that emancipation can not be brought about through banking education,
as such a form of education leaves the power differential between the
educator and the one to be educated (which, in banking education appears
as the differential between the oppressor and the oppressed) intact, so that
emancipatory education requires an entirely different 'gesture' in which
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this power differential itself is being transformed. While Freire would see
this as an argument for a process of mutual and reciprocal learning
towards the development of critical consciousness of both the oppressor
and the oppressed — so that both identities can be overcome at the same
time — Jacques Rancicre has articulated a different option by disconnecting
the question of emancipation from the question of knowledge, and by
thinking of equality not as the outcome of emancipatory processes, but
rather as a different starting point from where to conduct our actions (see
Biesta 2010a; and for what such a different starting point might look like
in education, see Biesta 2010e).

Concluding remarks

In this chapter I have tried to make a case for pragmatism — that is for a
pragmatic way of proceeding — in educational research in order to address
a problem I have encountered and continue to encounter in much
research, often but not exclusively research conducted by PhD candidates.
The problem is that such research often gives me the impression that its
authors are lost in other people's theoties, and in this regard I have
suggested that a pragmatic approach might help to regain some control
over what we want theory to do in our research endeavours. A pragmatic
approach implies that in all cases we connect our judgements and
decisions to the question "What is the problem?' so that we do not end up
making choices for particular 'answers' — or in the metaphor I have used
throughout this chapter: choices for particular tools — without at least
trying to identify what the question is we are trying to address and what
the problem is we are trying to solve. I have suggested that such a
pragmatic attitude is needed at three levels: with regard to the theories we
use in our research; with regard to the theories we use about our research;
and with regard to the wider justification of research in the first place —
which I have identified as the 'most difficult question' researchers ate
faced with. The pragmatic attitude I have advocated in this chapter is
explicitly not an argument to co-opt pragmatism as a philosophy or
philosophical framework for research, not in the least because the
suggestion that one should adopt a particular framework is precisely the
way of thinking I have tried to challenge in this text.
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Theorizing education and educating

researchers: One experience at
UIED/FCT/UNL

Nair R. Azevedo, Teresa N. R. Gongalves, Mariana G. Alves

Setting the background

The debate about the scientific status of education has produced a large
amount of work, disclosing different and sometimes competing views.
The questions are multiple and highlight different problems, issues and
concerns about both theoretical endeavour and methodological options.
In an article entitled ‘Disciplines and theory in the academic study of
education’, Gert Biesta (2011) discusses the very idea of education as an
academic discipline in its own right, claiming for different traditions on
thinking about and researching education — as an interdisciplinary field
(the Anglo-American tradition), or an autonomous one (the continental
tradition). The comparison between the different traditions leads the
author to question the theoretical resources available for the study of
education and the possibility to “ask educational questions about
education” (p. 190). That would imply the need for an educational theory
(neither psychological, sociological, historical, nor philosophical).

Universities face some compelling challenges on how to prepare
researchers, and there seems to be little agreement within the education
community about how to do it (Levine, 2007). We see the process of
educating someone as a scientific endeavour, and so the process of
preparing researchers within the PhD programme is seen by us as a
challenge to envision an educational theory and research practice in the
sense of what J. Whitehead (2011, p. 3) calls “a living theory approach”.
Whitehead’s concept of a living” theory goes along with Polanyi’s call for
the “participation of the knower within the production of the known”
(Polanyi, 1958). In our own practice of university teaching, particularly in
the realm of the educational doctoral programme and researchers’
preparation, we have been seeking this participatory production of
knowledge, a “culture of inquiry”! that has a collaborative form
(Whitehead, 2011). These issues are particularly important when
addressing the training of researchers in education. We keep in mind
Biesta’s (2011, p. 188) plea that “questions about disciplines and

1 Whitehead refers to ‘culture of inquiry” as a concept used in the work of J.
Delong (2002), How can I improve my practice as a superintendent of schools and create my
own living educational theory. PhD Thesis, University of Bath. Retrieved 11 March
2009 from http:/ /www.actionrescarch.net/delong.shtml
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disciplinarity play an important role in the different ways in which the
academic studies of education have been conceived and constructed”. In
his ‘living theory approach’, Whitehead (2008, pp. 105-1006) distinguishes
‘education research’ from ‘educational research’. While education research
“is carried out from the perspectives of disciplines and fields of
education” (such as philosophy, sociology and psychology), educational
research focuses on the “creation and legitimation of valid forms” of
theory and knowledge, calling for epistemological significance and new
forms of representation, through the work of practitioner researchers.
Whitehead’s distinction can be related to Biesta’s call for education as an
academic discipline in its own right. Our work transposes these issues to
the experience of educating researchers.

We have been arguing (Alves & Azevedo, 1010; Alves, Azevedo, &
Gongalves, 2012) about education as a complex and cross-referenced field,
in which research issues and problems should be addressed within a
comprehensive approach, taking care of the non-linearity and potential
emergence of educational phenomena. In previous research we conducted
a meta-analysis of the doctoral educational research that was carried out in
our faculty in the period 1996-2008. We presented an overall picture of
the main trends of inquiry in our university research group (Alves et al.,
2012). Through that work of identifying trends we started to raise
questions about the nature of the educational scientific field, its research
and the teaching of doctoral students.

Additionally, educational doctoral students come from different academic
and disciplinary realms, bringing with them a set of explanatory concepts
(Silverman, 1993) that they use for thinking about education and
educational practice and research. This situation influences their research
interests, concerning both the research problem and ways to address it; in
addition, it nurtures the discussion about the scientific status of education
and the major enterprise of developing educational theory.

In another research we characterized the profile, expectations and
competences development of doctoral students in education enrolled in
our faculty. We concluded that PhD students are mainly teachers from
different levels of schooling and other professionals within the educational
field (Alves & Azevedo, 2010; Alves, Neves, Azevedo, & Gongcalves,
2012). In our view, a change appears to be happening from the typical
doctoral student who aimed and expected to become an academic
researcher to the practitioner who will continue in the field of education in
schools and other non-higher education organizations. This being so, part
of the questioning underlying the present research work addresses issues
such as how to educate researchers with this particular profile in mind, as
well as how to promote students’ development, which is relevant for their
professional contextual challenges.

These issues set the scenario in which the work with our doctoral students
has taken place, in the form of research seminars. Usually, doctoral
students are aware of the need to carry out a literature review as a basis for
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guiding the research options and giving it conceptual boundaries.
Nevertheless, they are unsure about what is meant by theory in the
educational scientific field and how they should accomplish the theoretical
endeavour, being aware of the competing theories and bearing in mind
some criteria to justify their choices. Or, as Whitehead (2008) suggested,
working for “educational knowledge” creation.

The work presented here is a reflection on theorizing education and
educating researchers, which arises from our practice of teaching in
doctoral programmes and supervising PhD students. Over the last few
years the authors have been promoting doctoral seminars designed to
support the development of PhD students’ research that will lead to
doctoral dissertations. Intending to benefit from the dynamics of
collective work, strategies for stimulating seminars, as well as issues and
themes discussed on those occasions, have been diversified over time.

During the school years 2008-09 and 2009-10 methodological issues
specific to educational research were presented, analysed and discussed,
resulting in a joint publication (Alves & Azevedo, 2010). Following that
endeavour, it was acknowledged that besides methodological issues,
questions focusing on theories and theorizing in educational research
arose as difficult and challenging within the PhD students’ research
development. Overall, the quality and real contribution of a doctoral
dissertation in terms of scientific knowledge are highly dependent on
methodological as well as on theoretical issues, and frequently theory hides
behind methodology.

This being so, during the school years 2010-11 and 2011-12 the authors
decided to centre the doctoral seminars on questions regarding theorizing
education and the role of theory within educational research. In order to
develop the seminars, it was important to classify the difficulties that PhD
students face when dealing with theoretical issues. In the first stages of the
research development, we noticed that doctoral students found it difficult
to make the distinction between the authority of current discourses and
opinions about educational issues on the one hand, and scientific
arguments on the other. We have identified situations in which legislation
or news/opinions in media are used to structure the tesearch, surpassing
academic literature often described as extremely theoretical and
disconnected from reality. In our view, even if the former can be
extremely relevant for provoking research, the latter is of course essential
for scaffolding a doctoral dissertation. Consequently, aspects such as
searching scientific literature and its criteria, legitimacy of different kinds
of bibliography and soutces of information, and how to use scientific
literature and its role in the research development are of major relevance
within the training of researchers. These aspects might be considered as
things that PhD students already know, but given that usually nowadays
they are not members of the scientific community, nor are they used to
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reading, writing about and debating educational research, that difficulty is
not unexpected.

Besides these mentioned difficulties, others are observed. For instance,
one very important element to take into account is how PhD students
frequently tend to understand a research project’s theoretical sections as
the description of the context (social, personal, political, economical...) in
which the phenomenon being studied takes place. Thus, on the one hand,
this situation reflects the difficulty in identifying (and debating) theoretical
and conceptual issues and suggests an attitude of ‘theory avoidance’. On
the other hand, within this situation, problematizing of both context and
phenomenon is neglected, as PhD students assume a position of
consumers of knowledge instead of actively engaging with the process of
producing scientific educational knowledge. This situation implies the
need to promote strategies enabling doctoral students to develop
theorizing abilities concerning education issues and objects. These were
the main identified challenges that drove the authors in the planning of
the doctoral seminars during the school years 2010-11 and 2011-12,
addressing questions on theorizing education and on the role of theory
within educational research.

Setting a scenario

Acknowledging the issues described in the previous section, we defined a
set of questions to guide the seminars with the doctoral students.
Specifically, the main questions were: In what way is theory used in
educational research? What are these theories? Where did they come
from? And how are they being used in current doctoral research? The
challenge was to lead the doctoral students to think about their own
research, understanding the important role that theory plays in it. As
previously stated, these issues have been emerging through our experience
with doctoral students both in teaching and supervising their research
work. We have been dealing with their doubts and insecurities about what
constitutes theory and the suitable use of it in their research. An important
requirement for preparing researchers is dealing with the development of
critical ability to identify the main theoretical lines to be pursued and to
look for theories as organized systems of explanation, contrasting with
common sense. Students have to grasp the influence of the theoretical
framework on the definition of research questions and its implications for
research development.

The research seminars were designed with the overall purpose of
promoting knowledge about theory and its use in educational inquiry. We
had no intention to provide an ‘off-the shelf’ solution since we believe
that enduring knowledge is built on self-awareness and collaborative work.
So, we hold to the commitment to develop a “pedagogical culture” built
on the exchange of ideas within a climate of systematic debate,
examination and evaluation (Wagner, Gamer, & Kawulich, 2011).
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The seminars have been ongoing since September 2010 and have been
attended by 10 to 14 doctoral students, on a monthly basis. The work
about theory in educational research has been developed in two main
phases: the exploratory and the intensive one. In the academic year
2010-2011 the exploratory phase took place aimed at prompting the
debate around theory and educational research in order to recognize
students’ awateness of their main theoretical references (authors, theories
and concepts) and to assess their understandings about the nature of
theories in use and their roles in ongoing doctoral research.

After the exploratory phase, we decided to deepen doctoral students’
exposure to theory — the intensive phase (2011-2012) — by bringing into play
a set of questions that cover different dimensions of educational research
(motivations, aims, justifications, intentionality and procedures) and the
contribution of theory to educational research (role and use). Our aim in
this phase was to pluralize perspectives while exploring the possibility of
building shared understanding(s) of theory and theorizing education. The
question underlying our work in this phase was: how do we communalize

plurality?

Underlying this overall approach there are two main assumptions about
education and the features of a researcher’s training process. One of these
assumptions is the understanding of doctoral seminars as a democratic
exercise, an experience of equality (not of egalitarianism) in Ranciére’s
(1991) sense. This perspective presupposes “the recognition of a certain
equality of intelligence of students and teachers — equality of nature and of
capacity” (Gongalves, Gomes, Alves & Azevedo, 2012, p. 281). It is an
exercise of thinking that calls attention to what is at stake and presupposes
that everyone is able to make sense of it — the questions, the issues. It is
the process of constantly bringing into play — paying attention to, calling
attention to — different questions and issues brought into discussion; and
of displacement or disconnection from their common and mundane use.
It represents an experience of equal exposure to certain questions and
issues about educational theory, educational research and theorizing
education that are put at doctoral students’ disposal for discussion and
thinking. We are all equally exposed to common things. These things, as in
Masschelein and Simons’ (2010) perspective of public school, are open for
“new and free use”.

In our encounters “we all sit as equals around the same table” and
“anything can happen” (Masschelein & Simons, 2010, p. 680). This table is
both literal — the space of our monthly encounters is a room with a big
table where we all sit together and discuss our questions and issues — and
metaphorical, in the sense that this is a space and time where “things are
put on the table” (Masschelein & Simons, 2010, p. 676) and transformed
into “common things” for “free use” (Masschelein & Simons, 2010, p.
680).
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Another assumption relates to Davis’s (2004) perspective about teaching
as occasioning. As stated by Davis (2004, p. 170), occasioning refers to “the
way that surprising possibilities can arise when things are allowed to fall
together. (...) is thus useful for foregrounding the participatory and
emergent natures of learning engagements, as it points to both the
deliberate and accidental qualities of teaching.” Our research group meets
the conditions defined by Davis (2004) for the occurrence of complex
emergence: diversity and redundancy. Its diversity concerns personal and
professional paths, as well as research interests, aims and approaches,
while its redundancy is based on the fact that they are all doctoral students
developing research in education. This redundancy ensures a minimum
common ground needed for interactions. The questions and strategies we
have defined for discussion represent /lberating constraints (Davis, 2004).
They constitute guidelines and limitations to activity that are intended to
provide enough organization to orient the discussions, while allowing
sufficient openness for expression of the varieties of experience, ability
and interests represented within the research group/community (Davis,
2004). They also presuppose a decentralized contro/ on the part of the
teachers/researchers, a disruption of hierarchies allowing self-organization
deriving from the engagement with the discussion/formation process.
This process is aimed at the construction of a plural community where
people display their differences, “a community that supports radical
heterogeneity or, to put in a word, alterity” (Larrosa, 2007, p. 249).

Our strategy is organized through a double movement: from the self to
the group, from the group to the self. It is simultaneously an individual
and collective experience around educational theory and educational
research. Some questions are centred on the individual research projects
and on the individual experiences and perspectives of the researcher, while
others are more focused on the group, on common experiences and
perspectives. The complex nature of educational research and educational
theory cannot be fixed. So, the findings resulting from this work represent
lines of flight emerging from ongoing conversation about: doing research
in education (motivations, responsibilities); the role of theory in
educational research (aims, research phase); the nature of theoretical
contributions used; and the contribution of doctoral research to
educational theory. Each topic addressed represents an aspect of
educational theory and research that we consider worthy of attention. In
the next section, some examples will illustrate our work focusing on these
issues and the inherent interplay between plurality and communality.
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Staging researchers’ training regarding educational theory

An exploratory phase: mapping flaws and strengths

The first exercise (Table 1) was meant to give visibility and self-awareness
about the espoused theories, unveiling the main authors and concepts
called upon. The intention was to have the students themselves produce
material from which to work out our further reflections, in a collaborative
and participatory way. This meant providing opportunities for the group —
teachers/researchers and students — to gain awareness of personal
strengths and weaknesses, in a secure and non-threatening way. For this,
and regarding their own research, the students were asked to name the
main authors explored; the main theories of reference; and their core
concepts. This exercise was an individual and written worksheet, and nine
students completed it.

Table 1: First exercise

Theories of
Provisional Title Main Authors Main concepts
reference

As a first remark it is worth noting the concerns and doubts voiced by the
students: some 