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Educational Research, the Teacher
Researcher and Social Justice

James Avis

The paper examines a number of themes addressing the relationship between educational research and the
teacher researcher in England. Whilst these issues are examined on a general level there is a particular interest
in post compulsory education and training. The paper seeks to place the debate within its socio-economic
context arguing that current conditions focusing upon ‘what works’ and an economistic logic has placed the
teacher and educational researcher within an ideational context that lends itself to technicism and
instrumentalism. It is argued that such a narrow view of educational and teacher research does nothing but

impoverish itself and its contribution to society as a whole.

Education today exists within a particular social
universe — the social universe of capital
(Rikowski, 2001, pl).

n this paper I want to bring together and explore a

number of themes that address the relationship

between educational research and the teacher
researcher. Whilst these issues are examined on a
general level there is a particular interest in post
compulsory education and training; that is to say the
Learning and Skills sector of post-16 education.
Recent education research conducted in universities
has been criticised for its failure to address the real
concerns of educational practitioners in the
improvement and enhancement of classroom practice.
At the Learning and Skills Sector conference, Research
for the New Learning and Skills Sector, in December
2000, such views were expressed and were reflected in
the emphasis placed on research for the ‘real’ world
(Blackstone, 2000; Reid, 2000; Howard, 2000). A
‘real’ world construed as one in which the needs of the
economy and learner are paramount, being based
upon an acceptance of current economic relations in
which the aim is to enhance the effectiveness of
present arrangements. The paper commences with a
discussion of educational research and is followed by
a section which explores practice based and teacher
research. These sections seek to locate the debate
within a set of arguments as well as to indicate the
way in which teacher research and practice based
research has been viewed in recent decades. This is
followed by an examination of the conditions in
which educational research has been located and
comments upon the shift from the social democratic

welfare state to that of post-Thatcherite New Labour
state. New Labour’s Durkheimian vision of the social
formation is examined in relation to its notion of
consensus and model of the economy.

Educational Research

Tooley and Darby (1998) as well as Hillgate et al
(1998) suggest, for different reasons, that much
educational research is inadequate. The former in their
Ofsted study suggest that much educational research is
seriously flawed as it lacks rigour and is marked by an
unwarranted partisanship. Hillgate ez al (1998) in
their DfEE study argue that a significant amount of
educational research is of such small scale that it is
unable to establish generalisable findings and is
therefore unlikely to advance the cumulative
development of knowledge which is required if its
results are to have a purchase on practice and to
inform policy. In addition they suggest research is
more often than not presented in a manner that is
inaccessible to non-academics and fails to offer an
interpretation of its significance for policy making or
practitioner audiences. In some circles critiques such
as these have acquired a hegemonic status being
embedded within a set of taken for granted
assumptions. For example, in 1999 David Blunkett,

the then secretary of state for education, wrote in his
ESRC speech:

Can the social science community help to improve
government or is it destined to be largely
irrelevant to the real debates that affect people’s
life chances?... We really do have the opportunity
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