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In this paper Imre Lakatos’ ideas on “Falsification and the
Methodology of Scientific Research Programmes” are revisited and
reviewed. It is suggested that Lakatos’ framework offers an
insightful way of looking at the relationship between theory and
research that is relevant not only for evaluating research programs
in theoretical physics, but in the social sciences as well. Winch’s
notion of a social science is used in order to illuminate why and
how Lakatos’ model should be adjusted. As an example of how
Lakatos’ framework might be applied to the social sciences, and
specifically to education, research on teacher thinking is analyzed
using a Lakatosian framework. His ideas of a ‘hard core’ and
‘protective belt’ are used to argue that the body of work on
teacher thinking can be viewed as a research program, separate
from the research program on teacher behavior.

Dans cet article, les idées de Imre Lakatos sur la “falsification et
la méthodologie des programmes de recherches scientifiques” sont
étudiées d’un autre angle et passées en revue. Il est suggéré que
le travail de Lakatos offre une facon perspicace d’examiner la
relation entre la théorie et la recherche, non seulement pertinente
pour l’évaluation des programmes de recherches en physique
théorique mais également ceux en sciences sociales. La notion de
Winch d’'une science sociale est utilisée afin d’éclairer pourquoi et
comment le modele Lakatos devrait étre rajusté. Comme exemple
sur comment le travail Lakatos peut étre appliqué aux sciences
sociales, plus précisément en éducation, la recherche sur la pensée
des enseignants est analysée a 'aide d’un cadre Lakatosien. Ces
idées “hard core” (dur) et “protective belt” (zone protectrice) sont
utilisées pour appuyer le fait que l'ensemble du travail sur la
pensée des enseignants peut étre vue comme un programme de
recherche distinct du programme de recherche sur le
comportement des enseignants,
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Understandings of Theory in Educational Research

In planning a lesson on theory for a graduate course in qualitative
research methods, I recently sought examples of different ways theory
can be used in educational investigations. An established theory can
be used to generate research questions, which are then investigated
within the framework of the existing theory. The theory may be
modified based on the results of investigations. One can come to a
study informed by disciplinary perspectives and the theoretical
understandings embedded in them but without a specific theoretical
framework. Research questions and data analysis will be influenced
by those perspectives. One can generate research questions from the
field, and seek theories that explain the findings afterwards. If
appropriate theories are not found, one may even construct a new
theory which will then be tested and modified through further
research (Goetz & LeCompte, 1984). As I searched for appropriate
material on the issue of theory and research, I recalled my doctoral
thesis of 11 years ago (Court, 1988) and consulted it to see if it
offered usable examples. I was pleased to meet again there with an
idea which fascinated me then and seems on renewed acquaintance
still useful: Lakatos' approach to assessing bodies of research and to
understanding the connections between theory and research. My
students responded very positively to this presentation in class, saying
that it helped them to put ideas related to the difficult notion of
theory, an idea used in a number of different ways in education
(Thomas, 1997), into perspective.

Thomas (1997) identifies several uses of the word theory and
suggests that they be conflated into a continuum in which formal
theory exists at one end, personal theory, working hypotheses and
hunches in the middle, and practice at the opposite end. He worries
about the constriction of creative ideas that formal theory may place
on researchers, as well as a kind of meaningless looseness that the
idea of personal theories allows. Clearly the notion of theory can be
conceptualized in a number of different ways. What is perhaps most
important is that writers define their terms rather than assuming a
common understanding.

I believe that Lakatos' work offers one useful framework for the
discussion of theory and, within that framework, for the
understanding and evaluation of educational research. In this paper
I will summarize Lakatos' views, attempt to respond to some possible
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acting in a context. However, the conception of the teacher which
formed the “hard core” of this research program was still rooted in the
learning conditions, without investigating the teacher as moral agent.

Critical examination of the literature on teacher decision making
showed that this literature was almost entirely concerned with the
learning conditions, and that the conception of teaching which
underlay this work portrayed teachers as active, thinking
professionals who struggle with questions related to content, method,
materials, and level of students, as well as with questions related to
classroom management. Classroom management, it was suggested,
was related to control and to institutional standards for order. Since
no attempt was made in that literature to follow up on value questions
that arose, and since teachers were not questioned as to their moral
values or their non-moral values and beliefs which may have
ramifications in the moral realm, it was concluded that the conception
of the teacher underlying this work did not portray the teacher as
having a large area of moral responsibility and as struggling with
value questions. Thus the moral condition was not met in this
conception.

Literature on teachers’ practical knowledge was then examined.
Studies of routinization and expert-novice studies had a different
research focus, or sensitizing concept, than decision studies, but were
found to have the same underlying conception of the teacher. Again,
questions related to values arose but were not pursued. Studies of
teachers’ personal practical knowledge illuminated values more than
previous research, but because values were submerged in the mix of
knowledge, beliefs, and values that these authors called “personal
practical knowledge” there was still no probing done into value
questions. The move to the study of personal practical knowledge
could be, it was suggested, a “progressive problemshift” because this
work did raise new questions and give, because of the ‘personal’
nature of the data reported, new insight into teachers’ thinking.
However the move to the study of personal practical knowledge did
not affect the “hard core” of the teacher thinking program. The
conception of the teacher remained rooted in the learning conditions.
Since issues related to values were mentioned in this work it was as
if some work on values had been done, but in fact despite rich
description there was little analysis. Thus this was a change in the
“protective belt” only, and the “hard core” of the teacher thinking























