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EDITORIAL
Becoming a Researcher in Art Education:
Forming Research Questions

Kerry Freedman

Senior Editor

This is the second part of a four-part series of editorials concerning the
development of research skills by early career researchers in art education.
It focuses on the questions that are used to frame the inquiry on which
theory is based and best practices are built. Considering how much are
education takes place in the world, the field is remarkably under-theorized,
which makes the serious consideration of research questions of great
importance.

In forming research questions, it is imporrant to remember that research
in art education is about both art and social science; therefore, it is a
process of social inquiry. Different social stances result in different inter-
pretive perspectives, regardless of claims to objectivism. Often, the most
seemingly objective stance is merely the one based on the most pervasive
perspective. All educational research topics are studied from a particular
perspective, and the form chosen to articulate a research question can
reveal the perspective from which it came.

With that said, research questions carry with them an assumption of
closeness between that which will be studied and the story eventually told
about it. As a result, research questions need to be clear. When questions
are unfocused, the research pathway lacks direction. Clear research inten-
tions are critical in determining appropriate rescarch methods.

Research questions should be answerable. Although good questions
often lead to other questions, they must also lead to inquiry that can end
in some conclusive results, given the resources available. A difficult part of
creating a research question is finding the right scope to balance breadth
and depth in order to make the research manageable. Inappropriate
rescarch questions may be too big to be completed in a single project or
too small to be important.

A critical issue concerns the relevance of research questions to research
and theory development in the professional ficld and, often, to educational
practice. Some questions are simply not pertinent at a particular time or in
a particular place. Although some research questions are intended to repli-
cate previous results, questions may have alrcady been answered in the
field, and the next questions leading from them are those that should be
studied.
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Most imporcant, good research questions are those significant enough
to study. In a way, doing rescarch is a type of social service; a research
question should be worth the time and effort it takes to answer it, not only
in terms of individual endeavor, but in terms of its service to the profes-
sional community. Questions that are worthy of investigation result in
reports thar are important contributions to the literature of the field. It
may be easy o decide what you want to study; it is harder to determine
what needs to be learned.

Developing questions for study involves a consideration of the profes-
sion as a whole. Research questions may be connected to the history of art
education and to its cultural contexts. For example, in this issue, Paul
Bolin’s article on drawing legislation in the past illustrates the complex
negotiations that took place in the development of the professional field.
Mariama Ross’s article addresses issues of colonialism and the struggle
between traditional, indigenous art and art of the modern and postmodern
world.

Related research questions have been asked throughout the history of
research in art education, such as those concerning student drawing devel-
opment. Drawing development is probably the most rescarched topic in
the field of art education and yet new questions are continually asked to
clarify our understanding of the issues and problems related to the topic.
Tammy McGraw's article in this issue illustrates the point by looking at
drawing as a way to reveal student knowledge that will be needed as visual
technologies evolve,

Some research questions specifically refer to contemporary trends in
student experience and aid discussions of a particular educational reform.
Research questions might broaden debates by leading to investigations of
particular examples, as in Julia Marshall’s discussion of images of science as
visual culture in chis issue.

As a professional field, and over many decades, we have increased the
sophistication of our research questions as we have had to address the
complexities of change. However, we need to push our questions further
into realms of research that have not yet been adequately studied and in
which the status quo may have been taken for granted. For example,
questions should be asked about issues concerning curriculum leadership,
teacher education, learning diversity, professional standards, institutional
programming, program evaluation, student assessment, interdisciplinary
learning, international studies, and technology. The future of the field
rests in part on the quality of our research questions and their resulting
investigations.
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