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The Nature of Psychological Enquiry

Throughout this text the attempt has been to place developmental theory in an historical and cultural context and to present ideas regarding the conduct of science. Philosophers have long debated the means by which we attain knowledge or truth. Empiricists such as Locke, Berkeley and Hume posited that knowledge exists outside the individual and that humans acquire knowledge through the senses. Locke (1690/1947, p. 22) argued that: ‘The senses at first let in particular ideas, and furnish the yet empty cabinet, and the mind by degrees growing familiar with some of them, they are lodged in the memory’. In contrast, the rationalists, such as Descartes, Spinoza and Kant, argued that reason is more important than experience. For example, Kant, while not denying the existence of experience, identified two elements of knowledge: (i) what is given, principally through the senses; and (ii) what is posited by the thinking subject. Rationalists argue that we can be deceived by our senses, as in the case of perceptual illusions, and so the senses cannot be trusted to provide reliable knowledge. Postmodern views of knowledge propose a very different outlook concerning the nature and development of knowledge.

Writers such as Teo (1997) and Valentine (1996) believe that, while developmental psychology draws upon disciplines such as biology, anthropology and sociology, it has been rather reluctant to consider recent developments in the philosophy of knowledge. Teo suggests that the primary reason for this has to do with the rise and dominance of empiricism, particularly as reflected in mainstream North American psychology (Chapter 6). Perhaps associated with this point we would also note that, politically, the focus on the individual’s development that has taken place in the majority of the theories is essentially consistent with mainstream Western political democratic development. Developmental psychology, with few exceptions, is not a socially or politically critical enterprise and so much mainstream theorising reflects dominant hegemonic thought. In the postmodern context various researchers (e.g. Slee & Shute 2003) have elaborated on some contemporary influences on child development theory, including feminist theory and Indigenous theory. The thinking and theorising in these fields has considerably enriched our understanding of human development. The implications for practice are significant. For example the Australian Mental Health Strategy (2000) document stepped outside mainstream empirical theorising that focuses on linear causal explanations and took into account more systemic, multifactorial explanations for the development of protective factors influencing young people’s mental health, in a manner consistent with the more recent, integrative approaches to development.

Types of knowledge

The question of what constitutes knowledge is complex (see Chapter 1 for an introduction to the debate about the nature of knowledge). Slee and Shute (2003) have examined thinking relating to types of knowledge and how such ideas can also be applied to the field of developmental psychology.

Hypothetical–developmental

The first of four types of knowledge described by Tripodi (1981) is hypothetical-developmental, which involves the description of events in a quantitative manner involving the use of general concepts. For example, in parent–child research a generalised concept is parental over-protectiveness.

Quantitative-descriptive

Tripodi (1981) suggests that quantitative-descriptive knowledge is based on facts that help to describe a relationship between two variables. For example, research on bullying among primary schoolchildren might indicate that 11 per cent of boys report being bullied compared with 9 per cent of girls. Here gender is a variable and descriptive knowledge helps to elaborate the relationship between bullying and gender.

Associational knowledge

Associational knowledge draws upon statistical techniques to indicate the degree of the relationship between two variables. For example, research might indicate a statistically significant decline in the amount of bullying from primary to secondary school, thus implicating age as a contributing variable (Tripodi 1981).

Cause–effect knowledge

Research conducted with cause–effect knowledge in mind ‘specifies that changes in the independent or causal variable are directly responsible for producing changes in the dependent variable’ (Tripodi 1981, p. 203).

Types of research design

In the field of developmental psychology a range of different types of research design are evident. Greater detail of the various types is provided elsewhere in the companion website and only a summary will be presented here.

Field studies

A field study is an ex-post-facto, or ‘after the fact’, investigation directed towards naturally occurring events (Kerlinger 1973). Using this method, the researcher does not attempt to deliberately manipulate the situation and every attempt is made to minimise the observer’s presence.

Barker and Wright’s (1955) classic field study of a mid-western United States town was intended to detail the daily life patterns of people living in a small town. The principal advantages of this research design relate to the immediate and first-hand nature of the data. Technological advances such as video equipment have improved data collection procedures, while recent statistical procedures now permit suggestive causal inferences to be made about behaviour. The disadvantages of field studies relate to the difficulty of controlling for all variables shaping behaviour.For example, the field work of Pepler and Craig (1995) into schoolyard bullying among Canadian students utilised video cameras in a field study design.

Naturalistic experiments

In a naturalistic experiment, the researcher takes advantage of naturally occurring opportunities to study behaviour – for example, the effects of bushfires or floods in Australia upon victims’ behaviour (e.g. MacFarlane & Raphael 1984).

The obvious disadvantage to this type of research design is having to wait for natural events to occur. On the other hand, this type of design provides greater opportunity than natural field studies for isolating causal factors.

Field experiments

A field experiment differs from a field study in that the researcher has control over the independent variable(s) of the events being studied. A field experiment involves the deliberate manipulation of the independent variable(s) in a naturalistic setting. For example, Parke et al. (1977) investigated the impact of exposure to violent and non-violent films on the social behaviour of adolescent boys. The films were shown in the area where the boys lived and the amount and type of aggression shown by the boys in relation to the films was assessed in the same area. Robinson et al. (2000) utilised a field experiment design to examine the effect of television watching on the aggressive behaviour of primary school students.

The obvious advantage of the field experiment over the field study is that the researcher does not have to wait for suitable event(s) to occur. Ethical problems can arise in assigning individuals to either the experimental or control situation, such as deliberately exposing one group of boys to violent films, as in the example cited above.

Laboratory studies

There is a marked lack of research with children in naturalistic settings, such as school, home or playgroup. The emphasis thus far has rather been on laboratory-based research. The attraction of a laboratory study is that it provides the opportunity to hold constant those extraneous variables that might influence behaviour. Hypotheses or predictions can be tested by deliberately manipulating an independent variable and then allowing for observation of any changes in the dependent variable. The intention here is to discover cause and effect.

New paradigm research designs

The philosophy of science influences or shapes the way we conduct science (see Chapter 1). The observational research designs described to this point are all firmly rooted in a positivist-empirical tradition. Outside this mainstream empirical tradition there exist other important but widely neglected methods for conducting research. No agreed-upon name exists to describe the methods, although they are variously referred to in the literature as ‘new paradigm’ research, ‘hermeneutic research’, ‘a priori research’ or ‘cooperative enquiry’ (see Slee & Shute 2003).

New paradigm research ‘is part of a new world-view which is emerging through systems thinking, ecological concerns and awareness, feminism, education, as well as in the philosophy of human enquiry’, and represents a discontinuity with previous world-views and methods. There are three components to the shift: (1) ‘a participatory and wholistic knowing’, (2) ‘critical subjectivity’ and (3) ‘knowledge in action’.

Participatory and holistic knowing represents a shift away from the reductionist and fragmentary outlook of Newtonian science towards a more systemic outlook emphasising wholeness, participation and cooperative enquiry (Slee 1987). It is a move away from a natural science outlook emphasising cause and effect towards a more holistic outlook emphasising the nature of behaviour as it is considered in its context.

The second feature of the new paradigm research involves a shift from objective enquiry to critical awareness. In this process, the researcher’s own subjective experience is not suppressed but used as part of the process of enquiry. Such an outlook contrasts with the empirical perspective, where the observer or experimenter is considered as a neutral, non-participating, objective professional.

The third and final feature of new paradigm research – knowledge in action – reflects a move away from theory towards practice. Reason (1988) argues that these three changes constitute a paradigm shift. The implications of this paradigm shift have challenged researchers to develop other means for conducting research apart from those represented by ‘mainstream scientific thinking’. For details of research methods using new paradigm designs, see Reason (1988).

Direct observation

The whole task of ‘watching and wondering’ is one that has occupied the attention of parents, teachers and behavioural scientists for some time now. The strategy of direct observation is appealing to many people, but it is a complex skill requiring considerable forethought to avoid the pitfalls inherent in the method. 

Observation methods

Various methods have been used in the observation of children including:

· baby biographies

· anecdotal records

· specimen descriptions

· event sampling

· time sampling

· rating scales

· participant observation.

Further details of the various methods for observing children are provided elsewhere in the companion website, linked to observation exercises associated with the textbook.
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