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already

o loosely, so as to draw attention towards diverse as
more tightly to show how the aspects link together; and
¢ narrowly, to home in on specified as
fo show how shared aspects explai

The matrix in Figure 9.2 captures a loose or t
left- and right-hand columns)
rows). Each cell depicts a com
have each been given their own term: label, model, perspec
of course, not all authors will use these terms in exactly the way that we do here.
So we can illustrate further the notion of a ‘stipulative d
below what we mean by each of those four terms.

T ———
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pects of the same phenomenon, or

pects of a particular phenomenon, or more broadly
n links between phenomena - often causally.

ight linkage between concepts (the
and a narrow or broad focus (the upper and lower
bination of linkage and focus. The four combinations

tive, theory - though,

efinition’ by outlining

Linkage between concepts
Loose Tight
Breadth of Narrow LABEL MODEL
( foctis Broad PERSPECTIVE THEORY |

Figure 9.2 Ways of grouping concepis together

WHE'E cire {"}l‘ 15

|
.ua;'r"‘

Stipulatively, we are defining labels as the term for loose groups of concepts that

have a narrow focus (Figure 9.2)

. For example, a researcher who is concerned

with the impact on literacy of poverty, family instability and parental drug abuse
might not only discuss these concepts individually but also bundle them under

the collective label of ‘social problem

8’. This tactic enables the author to refer in

aloose way to the narrow set of concepts that is central to the argument being

developed.

What are perspectives?

When several concepts are loosely grouped together but the focus is broader,
_'t_ I8y can be said to form a perspective. A broad focus does not mean no focus.
Some phenomena or aspects of them are still highlighted; others are excluded.

Acultural perspective, for exam

ple, brings together a range of concepts associ-

Bled with g particular pattern of cultural behaviour (e.g., tradition, language,

i

f-ir_-l-f;uais, religious beliefs),

ifﬁychological motivations of individuals within that culture, even thou
90, will determine how a person behaves.

Meanwhile, it downplays other factors, such as the
gh they,

99
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Tools for Thinking and Ways of Thinking

Table 9.1 Fundamental problems reflected in assumptions that inform
methodological concerns

Branch of Type of Implications for study

Fundamental problem phllosophy assumption methodology

What exists? Ontology Descriptive What can be studied?

How can we know what Epistemology Descriptive What methods can be

exists? used to generate
evidence, and from which
sources?

What is right or wrong Axiology Value What is worth studying to

about what exists? make an impact, and on

whom?
What is right or wrong
about ways of studying
what exists?

Axiology (ethics)  Value How should any people

involved or affected by
research be treated?

Whait are philosophicol positions?

A word of warning: the following account is very simplified. Our modest pur-
pose here is to alert you to some common philosophical positions in the social
sciences as part of your map for navigating the literature. To enable yourself
to make best use of the map you need also to study the philosophy of the
social sciences in greater depth elsewhere, such as in a research methods
textbook. Common philosophical positions in the social sciences include:

s Posifivism - studying an observable social reality.

* Realism (and critical realism) — studying an underlying social reality that must be
inferred from perceptions.

Inferpretivism — studying perceptions and actions taken in the light of these perceptions.
Post-structuralism - studying how discourses frame perceptions and actions.
Pragmatism~ studying both an observable social reality and perceptions informing actions.

fable 9.2 summarizes these philosophical positions and shows how they relate
4 9_‘-the three philosophical approaches — ontology, epistemology and axiology —

were introduced earlier. In particular, note how each position is linked to
Cular ontological assumptions about what exists and epistemological
Mptions about how we can know. However, the axiological emphases differ
y between the positions. Some concern researchers’ values about how to
Nduct a study;, others concern researchers’ values about the phenomena they

% The set of ontological, epistemological and axiological assumptions for

Philosophical position informs the main methods that the researcher uses
Pnerating evidence.
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d Wrifing for Postgraduates Knowledge Claims and Their Key Characteristics
Critical Reading and Writing for
Some potentlal limltations of claims to
= j afure relates unequally fo all three kinds of knowledge. Type of literature COmm.on features knowledge
So this example of academic liferatu h knowledge. For this reason, Sometimes they * The design and methods may not be
he hierarchy are Wallace's claims to researc Y d subsequently make given in sufficient detail to check the
doig mp'otf 1 l:e r;earch literature. But he also draws upon theorefical knowledge:?‘e recommendations for rigour of the investigation
we judge it 0 d his own (in the form of his perspective and model). An improving practice or * The design and methods may be flawed
claims to have develope _ for practitioners to develop more policy * Generalizations about the applicability
bout profitable directions for p! el
makes normative claims about p iFbtodlios of the findings to other contexts
effective practice knowledge through changes In pr ' may lack sufficient supporting
evidence
* The findings may contradict those of
other research investigations
. : . t es * Recommendations for improving
Communicating knowledge claims in different typ practice and policy may not be
§ it ture adequately supported by the findings
ot literaiur

* Values connected with an ideology

hetp y. about the aspect of the social world
Identifying what type of literature a text conforms most closely to can help y

. under investigation may affect the
o affecting the validity of the knowledge claims it contains choice of topic for investigation and the
to check for limitations thus alert yourself to what you should look for, when findings
n . :

(see Table 11.1). YO_U ?a 4. clEirs are, Practlce Professionals, trainers or o Significant factors affecting the capacity

deciding how convincing the (emphasizes experienced practitioners to improve practice may be ignored
practice offer an account of * Criteria for judging the quality
knowledge) lessons for good practice of practice may be implicit and

. d indicative limitations of claims to knowledge in an aspect of the social unjustified
Table 1.1 Types of literature and In world, based on personal  « Generalizations about the applicability
expressed in them experience or on the

of any advocated practice and means of
Some potentlal limltations of claims to

evaluation of others’

improvement to other contexts may lack
practice sufficient supporting evidence
f literature ~ Common features knowledge ined * Values connected with an ideology
pe 9 demic theorists * Key concepts may not be define about good practice and how most
Theo':tk.’al ggseﬁ)ngla system of « Concepts may not be mutually effectively to improve it may influence
emphasizes compatible ) i i i
Scheoretical rela'l(ectihc?:cienp';srdaer:dto . Con(?epts may not be linked together ;fggm:rzendatlons for improving
ledge apply them, i i i
knowledge) understand an aspect of fgla?mlqutions about the social world * The ewdencg base may be fiimsy,
the social world. e Ass bepfalse | narrow and impressionistic
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