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Psychology has a long history in relation to education

Psychology as a discipline has held a powerful and influential position in education since its emergence as a discipline in the late nineteenth century. Many of the early psychologists had a background in education, and psychology had a major influence on the subject matter and methodologies adopted by early education researchers. Prior to the reforms of teacher education in the 1980s, psychology also had a strong and sometimes dominant role in teacher education courses. In contrast to other disciplines, psychology has also long had a professional practitioner contribution to education dating back to the early twentieth century, and continuing to the present through the statutory role of educational psychologists in relation to special educational needs. This role has been seen as ideologically problematical both from within and outside psychology.

Challenges

This long history and its pre-eminent position have created challenges for psychology. It has been considered individualistic, positivist in epistemology, reductionist in approach and overly concerned with measurement. The discipline of psychology has been concerned to prove itself as a ‘pure science’ espousing experimental method as the ‘gold standard’, which has sat increasingly uneasily with the more interpretivist, social and holistic approaches adopted by educationists. Psychologists working in the field of education (educational psychologists) find themselves working mainly either in psychology departments or in education departments, with very different research cultures and ideas of what counts as ‘good research’, and potentially different criteria for RAE success. Yet psychology now has major opportunities, for example, in the methodological challenges of developing RCTs in education, or the statistical challenges of small or large-scale longitudinal studies.

Psychology as an applied discipline 

As an applied discipline, along with other social sciences, psychology has a focus on a wider social usefulness. Traditionally it has made a contribution both to a basic understanding and to wider social interventions and policy perspectives on topics which include child development, human abilities, learning and teaching, organisation of classrooms and schools, assessment and measurement. Psychology has now moved away from an individual to a more contextually and socially based focus; cultural and cross-cultural psychology have gained position; the pre-eminence of cognitive psychology has been moderated by a move to include social, organisational, therapeutic and affective applications of the discipline. These moves have influenced the kind of psychology which is now being applied to education, though application is by no means straightforward.

Inter-disciplinarity

Psychology has always been inter-disciplinary, originating from philosophy, and interfacing with neuroscience, sociology, anthropology, cultural studies, philosophy amongst others. Some of the most exciting developments in psychology are inter-disciplinary and stretching the methodological boundaries and constraints.  The inter-disciplinary nature of university education departments provides an ideal research environment for inter-disciplinary exploration of important educational issues such as school effectiveness, educational achievement, social inclusion, educational democracy and early learning, to name but a few issues. This requires confidence in disciplinary perspectives, respect for differences, and tolerance of ambiguity and conflict.
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