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Educational Research, 6e

Chapter 1: Introduction to Educational Research

Guide for Beginning Instructors

Your goal for this chapter is to get your students motivated to learn about educational research and to introduce some of the major forms of research. You should also introduce them to the process of knowledge generation (especially as it is done by practicing researchers) and go over the five major objectives of educational research. There are seven major headings in this chapter:

Why Study Educational Research?

Your goal here is to motivate your students by showing them that educational research is important. We list several reasons: to become research literate because much of society is driven by research, to improve their critical thinking skills, to learn how to evaluate published research, and to learn how to conduct research if the need arises. List your own reasons as well. Be sympathetic with your students because they are likely taking a required course that they would not ordinarily select. That is okay though, because by the end of the course most students will find that it has exceeded their expectations. 
Areas of Educational Research.

You can have your students look at Table 1.1, and see and discuss the many areas of educational research. Point out that the list continually changes as new areas of interest arise. You might ask them which areas look interesting to them. Each student should find some area of interest to him or her.

Examples of Educational Research.

Here we showed (in the book) several actual abstracts from research articles. You may want to pass out the abstract of a research article that you like, and tell your students about the study. Remember that the book is primarily about empirical research (i.e., research where data were collected and discussed by the authors) although other forms of research are also helpful (e.g., theory pieces, opinion pieces). 

General Kinds of Research.

Have your students look at Table 1.2 that summarizes the five general types of research. Put up the overhead or the slide and discuss it. Let your students know that the categories can overlap sometimes (e.g., evaluation research is also a kind of applied research), and that they need to remember the core idea or what is essential about each of the five approaches. The essential characteristics of these general types of research are shown in Table 1.2.

Sources of Knowledge.

The idea here is how people come up with what is called knowledge or warranted knowledge. Although students probably do not know it, this section is actually largely based on philosophy, especially the branch of philosophy called epistemology (which is defined in the margin). The ideas of empiricism and rationalism have been debated for centuries. The former refers to idea that knowledge comes from experience, observation, or experiment. The latter refers to the idea that new knowledge can be generated through thinking, including mathematical and logical reasoning and other thinking processes. The former comes from looking; the latter from thinking. 

The Scientific Approach to Knowledge Generation.

Researchers use a blend of empiricism and rationalism (i.e., they use both) as they attempt to come up with and justify knowledge of how things work in education. Researchers need to look (i.e., collect data) and think (i.e., develop theories that help them to make sense out of what they see). Two important scientific methods are the bottom-up or exploratory or inductive approach and the top-down confirmatory or deductive approach. (Note that by the word “confirmatory,” I mean that the researcher is testing the already-developed hypothesis to see if it is supported or rejected.) The key point is that the former (exploratory approach) is used to generate or come up with understandings and explanations based on the data (some researchers may prefer the word “constructions’ here), and the latter (confirmatory approach) is used to test hypotheses (i.e., predictions) with new data which are required for “justified or warranted” knowledge. You can use Figure 1.1 as an overhead that shows both approaches in one picture. As researchers conduct their research, they have to make some assumptions; you can show and discuss Table 1.3 for the assumptions. If your students come up with something not in the list that sounds good, tell them they did a great job of adding to the list. Also note assumption 5 in Table 1.3 and then show and discuss Table 1.4, which shows how to judge the quality of an explanation. Also be sure that your students understand the most fundamental principle of educational research: the principle of evidence (i.e., what we get when we do empirical research is evidence, NOT proof).

Objectives of Educational Research.

There is a slide in the PowerPoint showing the six major objectives on the companion website. They are: exploration (trying to inductively learn about something, often for the first time), description (outlining the characteristics of something), understanding (learning about the subjective viewpoints of particular people or groups of people), explanation (testing a causal theory about how and why something works), prediction (using our knowledge and theories to make predictions about the future), and influence or control (this one is a little different because it refers to applying research to improve the world; an example would be a demonstration project). Put up the overhead listing these six objectives and discuss it with your students. At the end of your class, tell your students to take the Educational Research Methods Quiz (which is available on the companion website). The next class period, tell your students that all answers are false and discuss any questions they have (note: all of the points on the quiz are major points and are covered in the book).

