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Disciplinary research and interdisciplinarity in education - the contribution of the disciplines 
Group facilitator: John Furlong, University of Oxford
Is there appropriate provision and incentivisation for the production of high quality and innovative disciplinary research?
Given growing awareness of the interconnectedness of education and other fields, how is interdisciplinary research supported?
Has the policy context of the last 20 years, that has increasingly come to influence our teaching and the funding of our research with its pressure on the production of knowledge which stresses use value, have these external forces squeezed out the power of a disciplinary contributions to the study of education? Do the remnants of the past now only live on in the routines of method, not in the analytical strength of disciplines? And if this has happened, does this matter? 

In our group discussions there was both a regret at the passing of the age when the disciplines of education were stronger and belief that in reality the past was not really a golden age. In short there was ambivalence about the role of the disciplines of education and their contribution to educational research. Such ambivalence is, I believe, quite common in our research community. In this brief note I want to consider why this is that the case? (These arguments are developed more fully in a forthcoming special edition of the Oxford Review of Education ‘The Disciplines of Education in the UK; facing the coming crisis’ Edited by John Furlong and Martin Lawn, volume 35(5) October 2009).
The ‘hey day’ of the disciplines was the period of the 1960s to the 1980s which came about as a result of the Robbins Report (1963). This was the period, albeit relatively short-lived, when, as Bridges (2006) reminds us, the foundation disciplines appeared to offer a secure way forward for education. They offered ‘a differentiation between different kinds of enquiry (R.S Peters had recently complained of the current condition of educational theory as ‘undifferentiated mush’); coherence in terms of internal consistency of any one of these forms and the ‘systematic’ or rigor of enquiry which raised such enquiry above the level of popular or received opinion – the discipline of the discipline’ (259). 
Much has changed since those days. Following Barnet (1990), it can be argued that the disciplines of education have been undermined on two counts. 'Sociologically', there have been many important changes in their mechanisms and sites of production - designated chairs and lectureships; subject specific undergraduate and post graduate courses. The vast majority of researchers have now grown up in a world where the disciplines of education have been ‘sociologically’ insecure within higher education. But the disciplines have also been undermined 'epistemologically'. What Barnett (1990) described as the ‘end of certainty’ was something that was experienced throughout higher education at the end of the last century. But epistemological self doubt was particularly acute in the field of education. There was an increasing recognition that there was much more to educational policy and particularly to professional practice than had been traditionally captured in disciplinary based theory. 

If theoretical, disciplinary based knowledge was uncertain and if key aspects of professional knowledge were by definition implicit, then the traditional contribution of the disciplines to understanding in the field of education became increasingly open to question. The widespread development of school based research, of school based CPD and of employment based initial teacher education - all of which have very little to do with higher education in general and disciplinary based knowledge in particular – all of these are testament to this epistemological crisis of confidence. 

And it is here that I think we can understand the ambivalence of many currently working within the field of education. We recognise the value of the ‘discipline of disciplines’ referred to by Bridges, the appeal of intellectual rigor rather than ‘merely’ empirical rigour. At the same time we recognise the partiality of what any one discipline can contribute to our understanding of complex educational questions. So is the answer more interdisciplinary research? Again our discussion group was ambivalent. We recognised the attractiveness of such an approach, especially from a policy perspective, but we also recognise both the importance of a strong grounding in particular disciplines first and the very substantial epistemological and methodological challenges of research that was genuinely interdisciplinary. 
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