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Finding Your Theoretical
Position

Michael Waring

Introduction

This chapter highlights the relationship between
the four ‘building blocks’ of research (ontology,
epistemology, methodology and methods) (Grix,
2002, 2018). It begins with an exploration of the
nature of educational research, presenting various
ways in which the researcher might see the world.
It then links those assumptions with how the
researcher sees what is possible with knowledge of
that world. The text then explores how this relates
to certain procedures or logic to be followed in
association with the researcher’s views of the world
and notions of knowledge within it. Having linked
the first three building blocks of research, the rela-
tionship with the final block is made: the process
of selecting and using appropriate techniques to
collect data is outlined.

Fundamentally, research is about disciplined, bal-
anced enquiry, conducted in a critical spirit (Thomas,
2023). However, the nature of educational enquiry
and subsequently those attempts to define educa-
tional research have been and continue to be prob-
lematic (Phillips, 2005, 2006, 2011; Morrison, 2007;
Lingard and Gale, 2010; Whitty, 2016; Mertler, 2018;
Biesta, 2020, 2024). The debate revolves around a
number of issues but mainly relates to the complex-
ity of the educational context, conceptual confusion,
inappropriate adoption of positivistic interpretations
of ‘scientific’ method and notions of rigour, as well as
the dichotomy between practice and theory. Cohen
et al’s (2018: 1) definition of educational research is
an acceptable one in that it acknowledges and

accommodates many of the contentious issues: ‘the
systematic and scholarly application of the principles
of a science of behaviour to the problems of teaching
and learning within education and the clarification of
issues having a direct and indirect bearing on those
concepts’. Importantly, the use of the term ‘science’
here is taken to imply both normative and interpretive
perspectives.

Over recent decades there have been a debate
and a competition over the set of beliefs which will
inform and guide enquiry over and above all others
(Entman, 1993; Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Lincoln
et al., 2023). The debate will not be continued or
reiterated to any great extent here — others offer
more comprehensive accounts of this (McNamara,
1979; Bradley and Sutton, 1993; Denzin and
Lincoln, 2013). The purpose here is to identify the
fundamental set of assumptions that underpins all
research and to make clear the assumptions’ inter-
relationships and implications.

Ontology, epistemology,
methodology and methods

All researchers need to understand that their
research is framed by a series of related assump-
tions. These assumptions can be framed around four
key questions, as identified in a simplistic fashion in
Figure 3.1. These questions have an order.
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social world?

ONTOLOGY
1. What is the form and nature of the

Vg

known?

EPISTEMOLOGY
2. How can what is assumed to exist be

Ve

followed?

METHODOLOGY
3. What procedure or logic should be

Vs

METHODS

4. What techniques of data collection
should be used?

Figure 3.1 The relationship between ontology, epistemology, methodology and methods

Question 1

The first question that a researcher needs to ask
relates to ‘ontology’. That is, ‘What is the nature or
form of the social world?” These assumptions will
form the starting point for all research. Ontological
positions can be seen to exist in a simplistic fashion
along a continuum from left to right from realism to
constructivism. In realism there is a singular objec-
tive reality that exists independently of individuals’
perceptions of it. At the other end of the continuum,
under constructivism, reality is neither objective nor
singular, but multiple realities constructed by indi-
viduals. It is on the basis of the answers to the onto-
logical question that the epistemological question
can be asked and assumptions are made.

Question 2

Epistemology relates to knowledge, and the
researcher should ask the question ‘How can what
is assumed to exist be known? Taking the same
continuum and extreme positions as identified
above, the corresponding epistemological posi-
tions to realism and constructivism are positivism

and interpretivism respectively. Under a realist
ontology, positivism sees it as possible to achieve
direct knowledge of the world through direct
observation or measurement of the phenomena
being investigated. At the other end of the contin-
uum, under a constructivist ontology, interpretiv-
ism does not see direct knowledge as possible; it
is the accounts and observations of the world that
provide indirect indications of phenomena, and
thus knowledge is developed through a process of
interpretation.

Question 3

Methodological assumptions are a reflection of the
ontological and epistemological

Methodology asks ‘What procedures or logic should

assumptions.

be followed?” Developing the notion of the contin-
uum, to the left (under realist ontology/positivist epis-
temology) the answer ‘is nomothetic and experimental
in nature’. To the right (under constructivist ontology/
interpretivist epistemology) it is ‘ideographic, dialecti-
cal and hermeneutical in nature’.
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Question 4

The fourth question is associated with methods.
Methods are the techniques or procedures used to
gather data. The question to be asked is ‘What data
collection techniques or procedures should be
used?” Simply answered, it is those techniques and
procedures which allow the researcher to gather
data that are appropriate to answer the research
question(s). The kinds of methods can take various
forms such as surveys, questionnaires, interviews,
observations, video and still images, etc. Grix’s
(2002: 179) illustration of the interrelationship
between the building blocks of research reinforces
the fact that the method(s) are closely linked with
the research question(s) posed and the sources of
data collected. In other words, the methods which
are used should be ethical and able effectively to
collect appropriate qualitative and/or quantitative
data from relevant and readily accessible sources,
which can then be analysed to help the researcher
address the research question(s). The researcher
needs to consider carefully not just what methods
can be employed to gather appropriate data, but
also whether it is ethical to collect those data and
practical to do so.

All researchers should fully appreciate the
research process and so should be able to under-
stand and acknowledge in their decisions and
choices the fundamental relationship between the
ontological, epistemological and methodological
assumptions that underpin their research and
inform their choice of methods. In the research
literature, methods are often inappropriately used
interchangeably with the term ‘methodology’. Grix
(2002: 176), in his paper about the need for clarity
in the use of generic research terminology, rein-
forces this when he says that:

a clear and transparent knowledge of the
ontological and epistemological assumptions
that underpin research is necessary in order:
(1) to understand the interrelationship of the
key components of research (including meth-
odology and methods); (2) to avoid confusion
when discussing theoretical debates and
approaches to social phenomena; and (3) to
be able to recognise others’, and defend our
own, positions.

The nature of paradigms:
making sense of reality

Kuhn (1962) is commonly associated with the notion
of the paradigm and believed it to be a set of inter-
related assumptions about the social world which
provided a philosophical and conceptual framework
for the organised study of that world. Over time
numerous authors have similarly defined it as a set
of ‘belief systems’ (Guba and Lincoln, 1989), a
‘world view’ (Patton, 1978; Guba and Lincoln, 1994)
and a particular ‘lens for seeing and making sense
of the world’” (Sparkes, 1992).

A paradigm represents a person’s conception of
the world, its nature and their position in it, as well
as a multitude of potential relationships with that
world and its constituent parts. Therefore, as that
person brings along with them the ‘baggage’ of their
previous life experiences and knowledge base to
any research context, this very amalgamation con-
structs their competence and credibility as a mem-
ber of a given research community, as well as their
answers to certain fundamental questions which will
determine acceptance in and of that community.
Proponents of any given paradigm can summarise
their beliefs relative to their responses to those onto-
logical, epistemological, methodological and meth-
ods questions identified.

Table 3.1 outlines those basic responses which
proponents located at either end of a continuum of
paradigms (from positivist to interpretivist) would
make in reaction to those fundamental questions.
This table is intended to be a basic framework/
continuum which offers positions
(responses) to assist readers in their discussion to
locate themselves.

It is important to note that while the identification
of paradigms at either end of a continuum is con-
venient in terms of clarifying the relationship
between the fundamental assumptions and allows
for familiarisation with key terminology, such a sim-

extreme

ple and clinical distinction is an incomplete and
artificial one. As Silverman (2014: 27) highlights,
dichotomies or polarities of this fashion can be dan-
gerous if they are allowed to create a siloed mental-
ity of ‘armed camps’. Therefore, when considering
Table 3.1 and the many others like it that you will
come across in the research methods literature
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(Lincoln et al., 2023: 208; Cresswell and Poth, 2024),
it is important to focus on the process of enquiry
and not to isolate thoughts to just one paradigm or
another. Instead be prepared to question and
explore those ‘shady’ areas between research para-
digms where the boundaries shift (Grix, 2010: 62).
Lincoln et al. (2023: 207) identify how those who are
‘familiar with several theoretical and paradigmatic
strands of research will find that echoes of many
streams of thought come together’ and create dia-
logue and the dynamic shifting and blurring of par-
adigms. However, such evolution has to be set
within a research methodologies landscape in which
there has and continues to be contestation and con-
frontation over what research is valued and what
criteria are used in judgement of its quality.

Hammersley (1992: 131) commented that: ‘There is
no doubt that the 1980s and early 1990s have seen
growing debates among educational researchers about
methodology, sometimes taking the form of conflicts
between incommensurable paradigms in which philo-
sophical terms have been used as weapons.” Sparkes
(2023) also highlights this by recounting Sage’s (1989)
description of what was named the ‘paradigm wars’ of
the 1980s and Denzin’s (2009) contention of the con-
tinuation of such wars, the associated conflict between
quantitative and qualitative researchers and the need to
be mindful that such a dialogue and the blurring of
paradigms are challenged and confined by methodo-
logical fundamentalism, as well as notions of power
and politics on many different levels. Lincoln et al.
(2023: 257) also recognise the dynamic and tensions
between the ‘positivist and new-paradigm forms of
enquiry’ as well as within and between new and emer-
gent paradigms as they ‘either look for common
ground or to find ways in which to distinguish their
forms of enquiry from others’.

As part of the broader paradigmatical debate
being rehearsed here it is important to acknowledge
the increasingly popular and influential use of
mixed-methods research (Johnson and
Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Bryman, 2008, 2016). Biesta
(Chapter 29) provides a very useful account of mix-
ing methods in education in which he outlines the
context and nature of mixed-methods research, and
different mixed designs. In relation to the paradigm
debate it is helpful here to highlight the fact that the
combination of qualitative and quantitative research
approaches which basically defines mixed-methods

research and its pragmatic approach can create con-
fusion and problems in terms of meaning and appli-
cation. In response to the ambiguity of what is
actually being mixed, Biesta (2010) provides seven
dimensions at which mixing might take place: data,
methods, designs, epistemologies, ontologies,
research purposes and practical orientations. The
questions asked particularly in relation to the last
four of these dimensions (epistemologies, ontolo-
gies, research purposes and practical orientations),
their relationship with each other and the associated
implications are seen as complicated and potentially
controversial. For example, how does considering if
it is possible to combine different ontological and
epistemological views inform the possibility of com-
bining an intent to generate interpretive understand-
ing and causal explanation, and then ultimately how
does all this connect with the researcher’s intended
achievements for the research and its contribution to
the field and practice, which are associated with the
potential for combining a critical understanding and
analysis with the production of solutions? As part of
considering your response to the potential of such
combinations and understanding your theoretical
location, see Coe (Chapter 2), who highlights
dimensions of difference and paradigms, along with
the reconciliation of different views and different
ways of dealing with the existence of different par-
adigms. Hammersley (2012) is also helpful, with a
succinct outline of key divisions, issues and debates
in educational research and the place of paradigms.

It is disconcerting while at the same time encour-
aging to know that many researchers experience
and acknowledge confusion over the terminology
employed in this whole paradigmatical debate
(Cohen et al., 2018). A host of authors (Smith, 1989;
Guba, 1990; Tesch, 1990; Blaikie, 2007; Grix, 2010;
Hammersley, 2011; Weed, 2013; Denzin et al., 2023)
have identified a multiplicity of labels which have
been attached to research, resulting in a confusion
over their meaning and conceptual level: ‘Sometimes
it is difficult to distinguish clearly labels that denote
an epistemological stance and those that refer to
method’ (Tesch, 1990: 58). One other point on ter-
minology relates to the use of the terms ‘qualitative’
and ‘quantitative research’. These do not actually
exist. ‘Qualitative’ and ‘quantitative’ refer to data
which can be gathered and used in combination or
singularly in any form of research.



Conclusion

Educational research is complex and there continue
to be a host of debates about the nature of educa-
tional enquiry and associated terminology. However,
regardless of the definition of educational enquiry
adopted, all researchers should appreciate how the
research process and their research are framed by a
series of fundamental questions associated with
ontology, epistemology, methodology and methods.
Having ownership of the process of generating
assumptions allows researchers to be informed
about the interrelationship between the key compo-
nents of research, to minimise confusion and to
enhance their ability to critique and appreciate their
own research position and those of others. This
promotes understanding and in so doing the poten-
tial for ‘intellectual, theoretical and practical space
for dialogue, consensus, and confluence to occur’
(Lincoln et al., 2023: 207), and a transparency in
what research is done and why it is done.

Questions for further
investigation

1. Where do you stand as an educational
researcher between the different
paradigms? What philosophical stand-
points inform your position?

2. Why are research paradigms relevant
in thinking about research processes
and methods in education?

3. With regard to epistemological and
ontological assumptions, what differ-
ences and commonalities underpin
various research paradigms?

Suggested further reading

Denzin, N.K., Lincoln, Y., Giardina, M.D. and Cannella,
G.S. (eds) (2023) The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative
Research, 6th edn. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. This
latest edition of the book has been substantially
updated. It rehearses at length the paradigm debate,
offering the reader an illustration of critical issues asso-
ciated with a host of differing research perspectives.
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Importantly, it deals with the ongoing transitional
nature of qualitative research and inquiry, and how
this is informing the very interesting developments
around the debate.

Flick, U. (2023) An Introduction to Qualitative Research,
7th edn. London: Sage. This is a comprehensive text
that offers the reader the opportunity to consider the
theory underpinning qualitative research, as well as
the process of how it can be put into practice.

Thomas, G. (2023) How to Do Your Research Project:
A Guide for Students, 4th edn. London: Sage. This
latest edition of the book continues to offer an
accessible text which addresses many of the funda-
mental questions and issues facing the researcher
conducting a research project. It provides an
engaging and practical source of information for
any researcher.
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