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Introduction

In this paper, I argue that we should not talk of mixing methods for fear of misleading new researchers. The process of mixing requires distinct methods elements to mix and so, ironically, the metaphor of mixing actually works to preserve methods schisms in part. Educational justice is important, and its importance lays an ethical burden on researchers to address it with care and urgency. To improve educational justice requires us to understand the problem, find the likely causes or useful policy-levers, test interventions, and monitor the outcomes. This, in turn, compels us to use a full cycle of combined methods research.

Most research methods training for education and social science in the UK is predicated on the notion that there are distinct methods such as survey or experiment, interview or observation, and distinct categories of methods such as qualitative or quantitative. Methods are then generally taught to researchers in this isolated way, and their isolation is reinforced by sessions and resources on researcher identities, paradigms, and values. Subsequently, many of these same methods training programmes refer to the value of mixing methods, such as those deemed ‘qualitative’ or ‘quantitative’. Perhaps, unsurprisingly, this leads to confusion and either leaves the traditional mono-method approach unchanged, or encourages two or more mono-method researchers to try and team up to produce purported mixed method work (‘we used interviews and questionnaires’!). Or, in extremis, it persuades a new researcher to ignore the methods schisms and all of the other ‘isms’ that reinforce them, and work themselves with mixed methods (‘I used questionnaires and interviews’!). This paper suggests starting from a completely different point. Mixing methods is a bad idea, not because methods should be kept separate but because they should not have been divided at the outset. 

We will believe that the house is real even though external to us, and that it remains the same even when we approach it from different ends of the street. Thus, we would not start with ‘isms’ or paradigms. We would not refuse to visit the house, or talk to the neighbours about it, because we were ‘quantitative’ researchers and did not believe that observation or narratives were valid or reliable enough for our purposes. We would not refuse to consider the interest rate for the loan, or the size of the monthly repayments, because we were ‘qualitative’ researchers and did not believe that numbers could do justice to the social world. For important matters, we behave sensibly, eclectically, critically, sceptically, but always with that final leap of faith because research, however carefully conducted, does not provide the action - it only informs the action. We collect all and any evidence available to us as time and resources allow, and then synthesise it naturally, without consideration of mixing methods as such. Why is academic research not treated almost as importantly? Or put another way, how can we hope to improve the very poor quality of education research? In this paper I put forward seven proposals with references to my further writing on this topic so that readers can pursue these ideas.
Seven propositions

A key ethical concern for those conducting or using publicly-funded education research ought to be the quality of the research, and so the robustness of the findings, and the security of the conclusions drawn.

Until recently, very little of the writing on the ethics of education research has been concerned with quality. The concern has been largely for the participants in the research process, which is perfectly proper, but this emphasis may have blinded researchers to their responsibility to those not participating in the research process. The tax-payers and charity-givers who fund the research, and the general public who use the resulting education service, have the right to expect that the research is conducted in such a way that it is possible for the researcher to test and answer the questions asked. Generating secure findings for widespread use in public policy could involve a variety of factors including care and attention, sceptical consideration of plausible alternatives, independent replication, transparent prior criteria for success and failure, use of multiple complementary methods, and explicit testing of theoretical explanations through randomised controlled trials or similar experimental designs (Gorard 2002a).

It is helpful to consider the research enterprise as a cycle of complementary phases and activities, because this illustrates how all methods can have an appropriate place in the full cycle of research. 

Experimental designs, like in-depth work or secondary analysis, have an appropriate place in the cycle of research from initial idea to development of the results. The main reason to emphasise experiments at this point in time is not because they are more important than other phases in the cycle, but because they represent a stage of work that is largely absent in education research. If nearly all of education research were currently conducted as laboratory experiments then I would be one of the commentators pleading for more and better in-depth work or secondary analysis, for example. Other weak points in the cycle are currently the systematic synthesis of what we already know in an area of work, the design or engineering of what we already know into usable products for policy and practice, and the longer-term monitoring of the real-world utility of these products (Gorard with Taylor 2004, Gorard et al. 2004).

Working towards an experimental design can be an important part of any research enterprise, even where an experiment is not envisaged or even possible.

Sometimes a true experiment, such as a large randomised controlled trial, is not necessary, and sometimes it is not possible. An experiment is not necessary in a variety of research situations, including where the research question does not demand it, and where a proposed intervention presents no prime facie case for extended trialling. An experiment may also not be possible in a variety of research situations, including where the intervention has complete coverage, or has already been implemented for a long time, and where it would be impossible to allocate cases at random. However, a ‘thought experiment’ is always possible, in which the researchers consider no practical or ethical constraints except answering the research question as clearly as possible. In then having to compromise from this ‘ideal’ to conduct the actual research, the researcher may come to realise how much more they could be doing. There might then be more natural experimental designs, more practitioner experiments, and surely more studies with appropriate comparison groups rather than no explicit comparison at all (a situation which reviews show is the norm for UK academic research in education). There might also be more humility about the quality of the findings emanating from the compromise design (Gorard 2002b, 2003a).

Imagine a study investigating the determinants of an illness such as cancer among humans which focused exclusively on a large number of patients diagnosed with cancer. The study might collect further information to discover that most of these patients had also grazed their knees while infants. Thus, the study results could be summarised as being that most people with cancer had previously grazed their knees. But, clearly, such a finding is only of any value if it is not also true that most people without cancer had also previously grazed their knees. What is missing is a control or comparison group of equivalent people not diagnosed with cancer. A fair and matching comparison group is an essential component of a claim to scientific knowledge. But despite this a very high proportion of research studies in education focus exclusively on one group.

Part of the problem of research quality lies in traditional research methods training and ‘experts’.

In the UK, traditional methods training for new researchers in university departments of education generally starts by introducing students to differences between types of research, and emphasising the purportedly incommensurable values underlying the variety of approaches to discovery. Most obviously, researchers are introduced to a supposed paradigmatic division between ‘qualitative’ and ‘quantitative’ studies in a way that encourages methods identities based on a choice of only one of these ‘paradigms’. This leads many of us to indulge in paradigmatic strife, or write off entire fields of endeavour – as being ‘positivist’, for example. This division is patently confusing for students, and limits their inquiry (Ercikan and Wolff-Michael 2006). Some commentators try to heal these schisms after they have been created, but there is a shortage of texts and training resources that take the far superior approach of assuming, following Heraclitus, that there is a universal underlying logic to all research. Such an approach leads from the outset of training to a focus on the craft of research, thus bringing design, data collection, analysis, and warranting results to the fore, leaving little or no place for paradigms (Gorard 2003b, 2004a).

Part of the problem of research quality lies in a lack of appropriate use of numbers.

One of the main reasons why there is not more mixed methods education research is clearly that there are few researchers willing and able to work with numbers. Since experimental designs are seen by many, incorrectly, to be ‘quantitative’ in nature, this could also be part of the reason for the lack of experimental work. There may be a number of influences at play here, including poor maths teaching in schools, lower ability of social science students in comparison to other disciplines both in terms of maths and perhaps also overall, the selection of methods courses by students in terms of perceived ease, and the widespread misunderstanding that being a ‘qualitative’ researcher means never having to deal with numbers. However, I am coming increasingly to the view that a major share of the blame lies with ‘quantitative’ researchers. They seem to prefer devising more and more complex methods of analysis rather than devoting their energy to creating higher quality datasets that are easier to analyse. They often present their research in exclusive and unnecessarily technical ways. They generally assume, incorrectly, that numbering is the same as measuring, that reliability is the same as validity, that probabilistic statistics can be used with purposive samples or even wit population figures, and that any use of numbers must be based on sampling theory. This is not the way forward (Gorard 2006a, 2006b).

Part of the problem of research quality lies in an unwillingness to test our cherished theories.

Another element of the methods crisis stems from our love of specific theories, and our consequent unwillingness to test them for failure. A typical piece of evaluation in UK education is either commissioned by, or conducted by, those responsible for the programme being evaluated. There may then be pressure from funders to ‘finesse’ the results. I have certainly been contacted by evaluators seeking some new kind of analysis that will gainsay the surface findings, and which will support instead their underlying belief that the programme must be being effective. This is no different, in principle, to the dredging of data that goes on shamelessly post hoc in other forms of research as well. I have also experienced far too many cases in which researchers simply make up or distort data in order to help preserve their prior beliefs. Some methods experts in the UK actually advise researchers to ‘take sides’ before conducting research, and not to publish negative or otherwise unhelpful results. Of course, it remains true that the evidence-based approach to policy-making and practice is itself untested in education, and still far from fully satisfactory in fields such as health sciences. But this is a reason to test it, not to reject it out of hand (Gorard 2004b, Gorard and Fitz 2006).

Much of the solution lies in greater scepticism, because the problem is not really one of methods at all.

Some the criticism of education research in the US, UK and elsewhere during the 1990s was concerned with relevance. But education is a very applied field of research. I do not find, as I review evidence for different projects, much published research that has no relevance to some important or useful component of education. The criticism is more properly about the poor quality of much research, so that even though the findings may have relevance they still cannot be used safely. In response, capacity-building activities have tended to focus on solutions in terms of methods, such as having more complex quantitative work, more systematic reviews, or more experiments. These, to my mind, are not the answer. The answer for me lies in genuine curiosity, coupled with outright scepticism. These characteristics lead a researcher to suit methods to purpose, try different approaches, replicate and triangulate, and attempt to falsify their findings. It leads them to consider carefully the logic and hidden assumptions on the path from evidence to conclusions, automatically generating caveats and multiple plausible interpretations from the standard query – ‘if my conclusions are actually incorrect, then how else could I explain what I have found?’. Some improvement may come from researcher development, but, somewhat pessimistically for an educator, I have come to believe that the role of capacity-building is limited here. Some people appear genuinely curious and sceptical anyway. Some, on the other hand, tend to be devoted ‘believers’, and their development may involve simply a change of the subject of those beliefs as when a committed religious person becomes an enthusiastic Marxist, or when a ‘qualitative’ researcher turns heavily ‘quantitative’ (Gorard 2002c, 2005). In a sense, what we need for evidence-based policy making and practice is more real research, where the researcher is genuinely trying to find something out. From this, all else will likely follow.

The full cycle of a research programme

Based on work done for the OECD, and as part of an ESRC-funded RDI project, the paper builds from these premises to suggest an approach not based on paradigms but on phases. Figure 1 is a simplified descriptive version of a full cycle for a research programme. As with the everyday example above, the experience of working within this cycle is that researchers naturally tend to use all and any evidence pertinent to each phase. There is no suggestion here that any method or design is intrinsically superior, and that using an approach like trials, of itself, will lead to any improvement (for there are many examples of very poor naïve trials).

What happens is that some kinds of evidence merely appear more pertinent in different phases. In this cycle, reviews and secondary analyses might appear in Phase 1, theory-building and small-scale fieldwork in Phase 2, etc. Our capacity-building should focus on the existing gaps in expertise within the cycle. The paper explains the cycle, presents examples of work using the approach, suggests a few of the problems involved, and goes on to discuss how research methods resources and training could be adapted to make the idea of mixing methods unnecessary through not separating them in the first place.

All commonly-used methods have a valid purpose, and an important place in the larger cycle of education research. Our capacity-building should, therefore, focus on the existing gaps, both in expertise and practice, within the cycle, on trying to overcome mono-method identities, and on teaching respect for all methods in their place. Figure 1 is a simplified version of the full cycle (of course it is really a spiral, not all ideas lead to a field trial, there is much more iteration between stages, and so on). In this cycle, reviews and secondary analyses might appear in Phase 1, theory-building and small-scale fieldwork in Phase 2, et cetera, with a full randomized controlled trial only appearing once, and if, the work has reached Phase 6. Thus, experimental designs are not privileged any more than the methods suitable for other phases. But they are, currently, lacking. Most education research gets stuck in phases 1 to 4 of working towards a trial. 

Figure 1 – An outline of the full cycle of education research 


If we wish to make practical improvements to education we will, almost inevitably, wish to make causal claims. Of course, it may be important to answer descriptive questions such as ‘who gets what?’ or ‘how are teachers trained?’, but as soon as we seek to improve things these questions become more like ‘how can we better share out resources?’ or ‘how can we train better teachers?’. Thus, a complete programme of education research will generally lead to a need to make causal claims, and so to an ethical responsibility for researchers to use something like an RCT to make the claim responsibly.
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