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The Stories Educational Researchers 
Tell About Themselves 

JOHN K. SMITH 

In 1990, in the pages of Educational Researcher, McKenna, 
Robinson, and Miller and Edelsky engaged in an intensely 
argued debate over the research on language instruction. In this 
article, 1 revisit this important exchange because it remains the 
most important starting point we have for an attempt to charac
terize and clarify what is behind the increasing fragmentation of 
the educational research community. My claim is that the balka
nization of our profession is a result of people engaging different 
vocabularies to tell different stories about research and the work 
of researchers. In examining this claim, I also examine what hap
pened with the different vocabularies used to discuss qualitative 
research over the course of the 1980s and early 1990s. Finally, I 
end with a brief comment about what the proliferation of different 
vocabularies and different stories might mean for our profession. 

Educational Researcher, Vol. 26, No. 5, pp. 4-11 

The November 1990, issue of Educational Researcher con
tained one of the most interesting and important 
scholarly exchanges to have appeared in our profes

sional journals in the recent past. The participants in this 
intensely argued exchange over the research on language. 
instruction were McKenna, Robinson, and Miller on one 
side and on the other, Edelsky. The former intended to put 
forth a research agenda that would, as they put it, "allevi
ate the present impasse" (p. 3) between the advocates of 
traditional language arts instruction and those of whole 
language instruction. The latter's point was to show that 
the former's proposed research agenda completely misun
derstands the nature of whole language and, more point
edly, would completely undermine the integrity of that 
perspective. 

Although I briefly commented on this exchange in a pre
sentation (Smith, 1992), neither I nor anyone else ever seri
ously pursued the issues raised by McKenna et al. and 
Edelsky. Initially, I was merely curious about this lack, of 
commentary; more recently, my curiosity has changed to 
concern. The reason for my concern is that the deep divi
sions evident between the participants in the exchange 
have become increasingly common among educational re
searchers. This situation of paradigmpjoliJferation within, 
or the balkanization^ of, the educational research commu
nity and some of the problems it poses for us was bluntly 
brought home to me by an editorial by Donmoyer (1996) in 
Educational Researcher. " ' 

This editorial made it clear to me that we have reached 
the point where it is imperative that we attempt to char
acterize, and thus more clearly understand, this increasing 
fragmentation among educational researchers. Accord
ingly, I refuriiTo the McKenna et al. and Edelsky exchange 

because it is the clearest_and mostjmportant starting point-
we have for undertaking this task of clarification and 
characterization. 

I begin with a summary of the points made by each side 
and then go on'characterize,this exchange in a way that il
luminates some fundamental issues facing our increas
ingly fragmented or balkanized world of educational 
research. In doing so, I also comment on what happened to 
the qualitative research movement over the course of the 
1980s into the early 1990s. Finally, I close with some brief 
comments about what might be in store in the near future 
fofthe educational research community. 

The Exchange 

McKenna et al. began the exchange with an article dedi
cated to clarifying the "current rift in perspective between 
whole language arts and traditional language arts by ex
amining the basis of each view in research and theory" 
(p. 3). Based on this examination, they then went on to 
offer a research agenda that would resolve this rift or 
"alleviate the present impasse" (p. 3). Their article offered 
a description of the two perspectives, moved on to discuss 
the issue of effectiveness and the kind of evidence needed 
to assess effectiveness, and closed with a number of sug
gestions to resolve this rift. 

The most important of their eight specific suggestions or 
recommendations were that the concept of whole language. 
must be more rigorously defined, preferably by whole lan
guages themselves, so that their programs and practices 
can be clearly categorized, that rigorous experimental and 
quasi-experimental designs must be employed to cpmpare 
the~two methods/methodologies, and that qualitative re
search designs should be used intandem withquantitative 
designs. In this last instance, however, they recommended 
that qualitative designs should be employed only if the re
searchers adhere to "es^ablishedlljcredibiUty^pjocedures 
such'as "referential adequacy checks, triangulation, and 
negative case analysis" (p. 5). 

The balance of their recommendations, as is the case 
above, also were much in line with the standard ^ r tradi
tional approach to research. For example, they noted that 
the'ihteraction^of the different instructional approaches 
with different learner characteristics must be researched, 
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that teacher characteristics must be included in the re
search designs, and that controlling for a novelty factor in 
whole language assessment is important. 

All in all, the reference to qualitative inquiry included— 
or maybe better said, notwithstanding—their position fits 
squarely within the standard perspective most people hold 
about research and researchers. Their vocabulary is the one 
of distance, objectivity, neutrality, prediction and_control, 
instrumental utility, and so 7m. The centerpiece, of their 
story is that educational researchers can discover the kind 
of knowledge that will result in the solution to practical.ed-
u£ational problems^ Put differentiy7~although they ac
knowledge that some things are "changing" in the world 
of research, they remain content to basically reiterate a 
Comtean-tvpe story of social research leading to social 
engineering.. 

Edelsky will have none of this kind_of_ta]k;. The tradi
tional vocabulary of McKenna,et al. cannot be her vocabu
lary. Their vocabulary will not let her say what she thinks^ 
needs to be said about the research on, and the researchers 
of, whole language. Moreover, she feels that if she and 
other whole languagers were to slip back into using the 
traditional vocabulary, it would only mean that they 
would end up cooperating in their own demise. 

Edelsky wastes no time making all of these points and 
many others. In the first paragraph of her response to 
McKenna et al. she says, "They use incorrect discourse for 
whole language, identify the wrong jssues and problems 
foFiTT. . impose a supposedly impasse-ending research 
agenda that violates everything whole language stands for, 
and then disingenuously expect whole language to be a 
party to its own undoing" (p. 7). This same line of thought 
continues when she* addresses the question, "What, then, 
makes research whole language?" (p. 9). Her answer is that 
researchers must examine their own conceptions of lan
guage and literacy, they must strive to understand the par
ticipants' perspectives, refrain from trivializing context, 
and so on. She draws on a number of other people such as 
Lather (1986) and Williams (1989) to introduce a vocabu
lary of^neja-narratiyes, dialectical theory-building, satura
tion with dominant hegemonic views, empowerment, and 
so on. 

One highpoint of her response, which clearly is a low_ 
Roin£_from the- point of view of McKenna et al., comes 
when she reemphasizes that the latter^s discourse is all, 
wrong: 

They talk . . . in the discourse of an isolating or interactive 
theory with its corresponding view of individuals-as-such 
versus in terms closer to what whole language is: 
a transactional theory with a corresponding view of (nd/-_ 
viduais-in-action. This is more than a quibble over words. 
Terms have'associational baggage; they are in fact "over-
populated" with associations. This is one reason [why]... 
whoever's metapJiors_prevail_has won the debate, (p. 9) 

Behind much of Edelsky's desire to tell a different story 
and then protect this story from being co-opted by the tra
ditionalists or silenced "within the academy" (p. 8) is the 
claim that there can be no compatibility at the level_of deep. 
or fundamental.underlying beliefs. For better or worse, she 
turns to those who have~argued~that certain alternative 
perspectiy.es.on research are incqmpatipje_(for example, 
Smjth"_& Heshusius, 1986). Then, to finish off this line of 
thinking, she refers to "skills-based imperialism" (p. 8), re

fuses to accept that there can be anything like a "neutral" 
research agenda, and concludes that McKenna et al. have 
called for an "imposed agenda that doesn't acknowledge 
its own paradigmatic bias" (p. 10). 

The rejoinjd£rjby_McKenna et al. to Edelsky's response 
leaves no'doubt that they think her vocabulary of dialecti
cal theory-building, co-option, hegemony, paradigm con
flict, and so on is out of line. In fact, it is quite apparentthat 
they think this vocabulary violates all that it is sane^and^ 
sensible to say about research and educational researchers. 
Their references to "extreme camp" (p. 12), "intel]ectual 
paranoia" (p. 12), "intellectually foundationless^struggle" 
(p. 13), and "smoke and mirrors" (p. 13), leave little doubt 
about this point. 

This lack of common ground also can be detected at a 
more subtle level. Even in those instances when each side 
uses the samejerm, they are not talking about the same 
thing. This is the case with the term effectiveness, For 
McKenna et al., effectiveness has little if any meaning be-
yond^reading better in a technical sense—that is, the mas
tery of skills as determined by existing, although possibly 
somewhat modified, standardized instruments. For Edelr 
sky, while effectiveness includes the mastery of certain read
ing skills, ultimately she frames it as a much broader 
concept with political intent in that it involves issues of 
empowerment.' 

That different understandings of effectiveness are in play 
is apparent when McKenna et al. sa"yTKaF 'Ironically, Edel
sky's politicaLgoals-stand to be served by addressing the 
issue of effectiveness. One example of this is that whole 
language practice has been challenged as ill suited to the 
needs of nonmainstream children, the very children Edel
sky professes to champion" (p. 13). I suspect that the irony 
they attribute to this situation is lost on Edelsky because 
she is not talking about the same thing at all. For her, effect, 
tiveness is not confined to making children.technically bet
ter readers, especially nonmainstream children so thafthey 
can'become mainstream; rather, e^fecfiwness^in_jgading 
must include empowerment, so much so that even the idea 
of "mainstreamness" is lost-or.radically.changed.^ 

Let me_end this discussion of their exchange by empha
sizing Jwopjurther points. First,, just as Edelsky drew on 
those'who argue that researttT^lecticismis not possible at 
the level of underlying beliefs, McKenna et al., in their re
sponse, turned to those who argue for peaceful coexistence 
and who say the incompatibilists do not understand the 
epistemological issues involved (for example, Howe, 1988; 
Stanovich, 1990). 

The depth of the.disagreement over the issue of the com
patibility ^incompatibility of research approaches iseivi"-
de'ntTn a challenge Edelsky makes to" her opponents:-^If 
ethnography and micro-ethnography were worrisome to 
skills-positivists, wait until they confront the teacher's. 
journaj. as research—or, better yet, the novel [as discussed 
by Barone, 1990]" (p. 10). For McKenna et al., these kinds 
of comments only can mean that Edelsky "[l]ack[s] a_co; 
herent phik)spp_hy,of how research should be conducted or 
evenof what constitutes research" (p. 12). They conclude 
by noting that some of the references they cite "should be 
required reading for Edelsky" (p. 13). 

At this point, she criticizes them for being self-appointed 
statesmen who have their paradigmatic.blinders'firrnly"in 
place'They "don't know from gornischt (from nuthin), but 
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have chuptzpah (unmitigated gall)" (p. 7). They see her as 
someone who is engaged in "unreflective certitude" and 
"arrogance" and commend to herahd"others of like mind 
the "admonition of Cicero: Dubitano ad veritatem pervenimus 
(Byjdoubting we come at the truth)" (p. 13). (I might add 
that I found this use of Yiddish versus Latin intriguing. 
In addition to everything else, do we have herelTclash be
tween the "messy world of the urban streets" and the 
"orderly world of the academy"?) 

Second, as is obvious from the previous paragraph, the 
differences between the two sides are deeply drawn over 
the issue of language itself. Edelsky's references to the 
need for a new vocabulary that describes "new ways of in
quiring that fit new questions, new understandings, and 
new roles" (p. 10) and to how winning debates is a matter 
of the prevalence of some metaphors over others leaves lit
tle doubt that she thinks language makes a great deal of 
difference. This point is coupled with her claim that if 
whole languagers were to use the vocabulary of the tradi
tionalists, they would be co-opted. _ 

For McKenna et al., this kind of talk about metaphors, 
winning, and^o^opHpn makes_Uttl£sense: The differences 
of vocabulary do not cut thar deep, and those who think 
they do are simply off the mark. Thus, they say that Edel
sky's comment that if whole languagers were to use a tra
ditional vocabulary they would participate in their own 
demise "is absurd" (p. 13). 

The mairTpoints made by each side in thismost stimu
lating a^3^mpo£tan^exchange can be briefly summarized. 
For McKenna et al., the need is to get on with the study of 
whole language to see if it is "better^' than the more tradi
tional approaches to language arts instruction. They ex
pressed their concerns in the traditional vocabulary of 
research and, in response to Edelsky, argued that her un
derstanding of research is totally.inappropriate.They think 
it is irresponsiblejyen, and especially in a moral sense, to 
talk the way she cloes. In fact, her language leads them to 
conclude that she has failed to follow the canons _of_re-
search, has substituted opinion for knowledge, has 
adopted an "unscientific certitude," and expresses a "reli-
gious fundamentalism with all of its attendant intolerance" 3 
(p7T3)7-

Edelsky_argued that the vocabulary of McKenna et al. is 
not only an obstacle to what she wants to say, but if she 
were to use it, it would be destructive of what she wants to 
say about whole language, research'lind researchers. From 
her point of view, McKenna et al. do not understand what 
is happening and has happened in the world of research. 
As she puts it, "what prevents McKenna et al. from under
standing whole language and from seeing the legitimacy of 
whole language-generated research is paradigm blind-
ness" (p. 7). 

Characterizing the Exchange 

What is one to make of this vibrant,jf not at times rather 
acrimojnous, exchange? That is, how can the exchange 
over the research agenda for sorting out the current dis
pute in language arts be characterized? And, of course, de
pending on how the dispute is characterized, what can be 
said about how we how come to think of research and see 
ourselves as researchers? 

Fouj_possible ways to_characterjze this disagreement im
mediately come to mind.^At the least interesting and infor

mative level, one might simply see this exchange as little 
more than a case of a few people getting a bit testy_ with 
one another. I suspect that there is a little bit of that going 
on here, especially in that some of the comments from each 
side could be seen as a bit excessive. If this is so, then a pos
sible resolution to the situation could involve little more 
than a request to them that they "be more.reasonable." 

Is this an adequate way to frame the exchange? I do not 
think so. The occasional edge to their voices notwithstand
ing, in the end one must credit that these are intelligent, se-
rious_people who have thought too deeply about the issues 
to allow mere testiness to dominant their comments. More
over, I suspect that all parties to this exchange already 
think they are reasonable and that they made nothing but 
reasonable arguments in their respective articles. 

~L, A second possibility, as per McKenna et al., is that this 
debate should be seen as an empirical, one that can and 
must be resolved empirically. What is at hand here is an 
issue of which of the two approaches to language instruc
tion works better. And, if so, then the solution resides in 
properly obtaining and analyzing the facts of the matter. 
Once additional research allows us to get the facts straight, 
a solution will be at hand. 

Obviously, this willjot_suffice. McKenna et al. and Edel
sky do not agree about what the term "works better" 
means because they do not^share a theoretical disposition 
concerning both language instruction and the nature of re
search. If this is so, then how could they ever agree on the 
pertinent facts of the case? What they and we are entangled 
with here is an instance of the now-well-known point that 
what one accepts as the facts^of a case_ are, at a minimum, 
strongly influenced by one's theoretical predispositions. 
Thus, the call by McKenna et al. is'to properly operajional-
ize the concept of whole language and then gather com
parative data to find out which works better. And, thus, the 
rejoinder from Edelsky is that whole language is not an al-
ternative. method of instruction and the lcincl"^of'-data' 
McKenna et al. are talking about are irrelevant. Under 
these conditions, I can think of no way to achieve a facts-
of-the-matter solution to their dispute. 

A third possibility is that this is a philosophical dispute 
that is susceptible to a philosophical solution. What we 
have are two schools of thought at contest and, eventually, 
with proper philosophical argumentation, one side will do 
in the other. Depending, I guess, on how one defines phi
losophy, the first point can be accepted, but the second one 
about a solution seems to me very unlikely indeed. 

The same point, made in two ways, indicates why I think 
this is the case. I have been a'participant in the quantitative-
qualitative, compatibilist-incompatibilist discussion for a 
number of years (see, for example, Smith, 1983,1989,1993). 
Thelirmesfconclusion I can draw from all the time and en
ergy I have devoted to the discussion is that I find it diffi
cult to imagine what kind of argument it would take from 
either side to decisively convince'th'e other side. Each side's 
demonstrations"of~the inconsistencies irTargiiment of the 
other side rarely penetrate very deeply because, if nothing 
else, we very often find that one person's inconsistency is 
another person's consistency. It is unlikely that we will ever 
see the decisive argument that will allow one side to banish 
the other from the pitch with head bowed low. 

That such a decisive argument is not at all at hand in this 
instance is apparent in the exchange itself. McKenna et al. 
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say that Edelsky lacks a coherent philosophy of research 
and is intellectually foundationless. Edelsky responds that 
her opponents are paradigm-blind. Both, of course, make 
their references to "pjiilosopjiexs," to support their con
tentions—for example, Howe (1988) for the former and 
Smith & Heshusius (1986) for the latter. This will not do be
cause the people to which they refer have tried, but unsuc
cessfully of course, each to convince the other in debate. 
Again, as noted above, after years of discussion, I have no 
idea what I could say that would allow my counterparts— 
for example, K. Howe or M. Hammerslgy (personal com
munications, *T986-1991)—to see the light, but, then, they 
have not the foggiest idea of what they could say that 
would allow me to see the light. 

What all this amounts to is.clear: If Edelsky were to find 
in the McKenna et al. position something that would re
lieve her of her intellectual foundationlessness, she would 
tallTlike them and look very much like them; jf_McK_enna 
et al. could obtain paradigm insight because of Edelsky's 
arguments, they would talk like her and look very much 
like her. While none of this is to say that philosophical dis
course is unimportant or unenlightening, it is to say that 
there is no philosophical solution to their disagreement. 

it is irTTight of this point of "no decisive philosophical ar
gument" that we can turn to Rorty (1989) to characterize 
the exchange. What is at hand-here is a prime example of 
the shifting vocabularies that are being employed to de
scribe educational research and to articulate the stories we 
are telling to ourselves^ and to others^ abouFresearchT and 
about ourselves as educational researchers. To use Rorty.'s 
words, this is "a contest between an entrenched^vocabu
lary [by McKenna et al.] which has becornYa nuisance [to 
Edelsky] and a half-formed new vocabulary [by Edelsky] 
which vaguely promises great things [and, of course, is a 
nuisance to McKenna et al.]" (p. 9). 

And, to repeat, the prospect that one side can ever con
vince the other in these'types of exchanges is very bleak in
deed" because there are no common grounds or criteria 
common to the old and riewTocabularies. All Edelsky can 
do is keep repeating her new story with her new vocabu
lary and hope others, especially the coming generation of 
language instructors and researchers, adopt that vocabu
lary and story. All McKenna et al. can do is resist the new 
by continuing to reiterate the traditional vocabulary and 
story and hope others will do likewise. And, if per chance 
the Edelsky story is picked up on by many others, it will 
find a place in the world of educational research and may 
even itself become the mainstream story. If this new vo
cabulary is not picked up on, then it will eventually 
whither and die. 

Old Stories—New Stories 

As per this exchange, educational researchers recently 
have witnessed a general clash of vocabularies being used 
to depict research and researchers. On one side is the tra
ditional vocabulary with its well-established and generally 
understood and_agreed-on terms. For the majority of edu
cational researchers, as is the case for McKenna et al., this 
vocabulary allows them to tell a story that shapes—and 
appropriately so from their point of view—their individual 
identities as researchers and the collective identity of their 
research community. This vocabulary and story announces 
to both them and to others who they are as researchers, 

how they got to be that way, the goals they strive for in 
their research, how they are able to achieve those goals, 
and so on. 

On the other side, there are a number of different, yo-. 
cabularies^ being advanced to describe research and re
searchers. There are variqus_peopJe—although on balance 
relatively few as yet—such as Ecle]sky, who are attempting 
to say something different about research and themselves 
as researchers. They a have different story/stories to tell 
about who they are as researchers, what they are capable of 
accomplishing, and how they can go about realizing their 
capabilities. 

For this group, the traditional vocabulary of research 
and researchers is not only unworkable, it is a hindrance. 
The crucial terms of the traditional story—such1s"ob)ecF)ji-~ 
ity^subjectivity, validity,and gener^j^bUity—get in the way 
of the"kihcTof'story / stories'tftaTthey think must be told 
about research and their work as researchers. For the tradi
tionalists, by "the same token, the evolving vocabulary of 
voice, narrative, life history, participatory consciousness,jind so 
on is not only unintelligibly, it is downright destructive of 
all that is sanelind~sensible about research. Thus, for ex
ample, for the former, the term objective, no longer makes 
any sense and must be dispensed with because it does not 
announce anything they can recognize about themselves 
or about the work they do. For the latter, to employ a lan
guage of, for example, participatory ̂ consciousness means 
that things have gone wrong in the world of educational 
research because, to put it in terms somewhat in line with 
the above debate, the "flakes" are now among us. 

To locate and describe the .traditionalstory^ poses no 
problem. This story is all around educational researchers in 
professional journals, conference presentations, and so on. 
And, of course, this is the story that most educational re
searchers are socialized into from the time of their earliest 
ventures into the world of research—primarily via intro
ductory educational. research textbooks. Almost all intro
ductory textbooks begin with at'leasfone chapter about 
who researchers are, what they are capable'ofrand, occa
sionally, even a passing glance at where they came from. 
Following this "nature of science/scientific method/re-
search" part of the story7these textbooks then go drTtcT tell 
the initiates how they must act so thaFthey can'become 
who they are supposed to be and realize their capabilities. 

Historically "speaking, the traditional story "and vocabu
lary-c^rne"mt'5itS^wn in the 1800s.'JATabout this time, after 
a few centuries of competition, the vocabulary_of science 
could assert itself decisively overjhe vocabulary of Aristo
tle and the_Bible (see rJrecht, 1959).' And, although~tKe tfa-" 
difional story has been modified somewhat over the last 
few years in this era of post-empiricism—for example, cer
titude has given way to probability and direct realism to 
various neorealisms—the crucial terms in it have remained 
basically intact. • • —— 

The traditipnal^story is one of the "separation" of re
searchers from what is researched, of their capacity to ac
curately represent reality,_of objectivity as their way of 
professional life, and so on. The metaphors central to this 
story are those of discovery and finding. And, most im
portant, this is a story about the ability of researchers tc^ 
generate knowledge that leads to predictiohand control 
and, as such, knowledge that will be instrumentally useful 
to educators. Ary, Jacobs, and Razavieh (1996), in their in-
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troductory research textbook, announce the core^Ohis^ 
story quite succinctly: "Educational research isTthe way in 
whiclfone acquires dependable_and_userul information 
about the educative process. Its goal is to discover general 
principles or interpretations of behavior that can be used to 
explain,_predict, and control events in educational situa
tions " (p. 20). 

This story also announces to all concerned that re
searchers have a special status and importance because 
they traffic in knowledge and not, as" is the case for ordi
nary mortals, in opinion or belief. And, as the story contin
ues, the knowledge researchers discoyer_can stand in 
judgment of, and correct when necessary, opinion or—as it 
is sometimes referred tc>-^ormnonsense. All of this is pos
sible because researchers have a special method and a 
deeper_comjnitment_t.o the search for truth than is nor
mally attributed to nonresearchers. This idea of a special 
status is so important that even those who have reduced 
the emphasis on method and objectivity as procedural, 
those who have traveled—for example, the roadjrom Ker-
linger (1979) to^Phillips_(1987)—still hold that although re
searchers may think like other competent thinkers, they 
still do so more so. 

The New Stories 

As new stories and vocabulari^s^emerge, they most often 
are difficult to"locatFand difficult to track and describe. 
There are at least three understandable and related reasons 

I for this difficultyTFirst, the stories and the vocabularies 
that are being tried out"by various people do not arrive on 
the scene as well-developed and well-articulated packages. 
New vocabularies are not presented all at once in neat, 
tidy, and systematic packages to challenge the old story 
and, if successful, instantly seize the collective conscious
ness of people. On the contrary, the struggle to say some
thing different seems to move in fits an3^Tarts~a1n(J only 
gra^ualrydevelogs^over timeTA'l though some people may 
disagree, I think these comments apply to the Edelsky 
story. Her response to McKenna et al. has an air of a "work 
in progress" about it. 

f~) "Second, those engaged in an attempt to elaborate a new 
vocabulary and story often find relatively few^outlets for 
their work. The opportunity to advance theirstory in text
book form is limited because what they want to say is gen
erally not in a systematic enough form to qualify, almost by 
definition, as texjbookjTiaterial. Also, related to this is the 
fact that textbook publishers tend to be cautious sorts 
when it comes to publishing something new. In a similar 
sense, the editors of most journals can be enticed only oc
casionally to look with favor on new stories. As a result, 
one most often finds the attempts to say something differ
ent about research and researchers on the fringes of the ed
ucational research community. The only exceptions are 
those few occasions, such as with Edelsky, when an article 
or book using a different vocabulary is.publishe.d»in„a 
mainstream educational research journal. (I might add that 
tKe^ecisionTto" publi'sfTEdelsky's response was not that 
easy. In a personal communication [January 1991], C. Edel
sky told me that the editpr_pc<nde.red the publication deci-
sion long and hard and that a number of people strongly 
questioned the quality of his editorial ju'dgmenT) 

A third reason, oneThat makes it particularly difficult^o 
understand'what^a new vocabulary is^all'about and where 

it is going, is that initially the new is almost always para-
siticonJhe_pld. In the early stages^the focus of those de
siring to tell a different story "is on the critique and 
undermining of the traditional story and less on the virtues 
and problems of the alternative. One bit of evidence for 
this parasitism is that early on those telling the new story 
often coSble together some terms from the old story with 
some terms from the new story and/or develop parallel 
terms. An example of this situation can be seen in the num
ber of attempts that have been made to retain the term va-
lidityjby adding modifiers to it such as catatytk^reflexwe, 
'and situated (see, for example, Altheide & Johnson, 1994). 

Dealing with a New Vocabulary— 
Speculations on the Travels of the Term Qualitative 

If one accepts that the way to characterize the McKenna et 
al. and Edelsky exchange is as one of competing_y.Q_cab.u.-
laries to describe research and researchers, then a most iiv 
teresting question .becomes that of how advocates of the 
traditional story deal with the advent of new vocabularies. 
I think traditionalists generally can attempt to do one of 
two things-

Most aggressively, traditionalists can reassert forcefully 
the old story. This reassertion can be done, among other 
ways, through tighteiung_editorial control over journals 
and conference programs and through resisting the intro
duction of the new_yocabularies into graduafe"programs. 
The interit^although it is not fully realized, planned, and 
centrally directed by any means—is to confine both the 
message and the messengers into small pockets alongside 
the profession where, it is hoped, they both will gradually 
whither and die. This is what Edelsky was referring to with 
her'c8hcern"about being silenced "within the academy" 
(p. 8). 

^ Thesecond_pjossibility is for traditionalists to attempt to 
blunt the force of newstories by co-opting the crucial terms 
o'f'trTese new stories and thereby removing much of their 
threat to the existing order. The trick is to "grind the rough 
edges" off_the nevv vocabularyf so to speak, and then 
weave major portionTofit'back into the old story—but in 
a way"that leaves the traditional story essentially intact 
This is what is at hand with McKenna et al. when they say 
that qualitative_research designs should be employed, but 
only if theseTdesigns are "well-conceived" (p. 5). "Well-
conceived," of course, means'that they have cast qualita-
tive research in a way thatjests easy with the traditional 
story they want to tell about research and researchers. 

Overall, I think the latter best depicts what happened to 
the qualitative movemenf^specially through the 1980s 
and ihfo"theJearTyl990s_.. Although I have no doubt that 
many in the mainstream of the profession wanted to ban
ish all talk about qualitative inquiry, for various reasons, 
the best that'could be done was to co-opt much of the new 
vocabulary and thereby^ Blunt its\ threat to the'traditional 
story. Unfortunately, because we lack (in general) seriously 
undertaken histories of our professional am left to only 
speculafe'abouTwRaf happened and why it happened. 

Beyond the influence of the general interpretive turn in 
philosophy, the advent of post-empiricism, Kuhn^(1970), 
and so on, let me list three^pos'siBle'reasons why outright 
banishment could not be successfully undertaken._First, for 
the last few decades,'mainstream research increasingly has 
been seen as having serious problems ofjts own. There has 
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been a growing concern that traditional research has not 
delivered on its promise of producing ajcnowledge ofjire-
diction, control^nd intervention that would allow~ror the 
solution of practical educational problems. Many people 
were making serious^cases that social inquiry in general, 
much in contrast to the natural"sci"erices/ was not doing 
very well"ih producing a knowledge of prediction and con-
troirfhus, it is possible that because the't7aditionists coulS 
not "point to a track record of clear successes, they were not 
then and are not today in a strong enough position to deci
sively banish new vocabularies. 

Second„anv desire to banish the early talk about qualita
tive inquiry may have J3een complicated by the fact that 
some major.mainstream figures "slid over" to embrace 
qualitative inquiry and gave it a visibility it would not oth
erwise have had. The career of Gubajs very interesting in 
this regard (see Guba, 1996). Finally, I wonder if there is 
something to made out of the possibility that much of the 
increased interest in qualitative research can be attributed 
to many of"thTvyomeh who were gaining increased promi
nence within the educational research profession during 
the 1980s. This is hot' to say that these women tended to re
ject traditional forms of inquiry because they were inca^ 
pable of undertaking statistical analysis and so on; rather, 
they-fended to reject the traditionafstory because it did not 
allow them to say what th~ey*feTt~nee353"jEo be said about re
search and feseafcrlerslthus McKenna etTaX versus Edel-
sky). If this is a reasonable possibility, then to banish 
qualitative inquiry would'have' requirecHtrTe unacceptable 
act of setting limits on the participation of women in the 
profession. 

In any event, my inability.Jo^give a more thorough 
accounting^s_tg^Fy^ujlitajivejn£uiry was co-opted in-
steadUf'banished will not deter me from furtherjp_ecula-
tion about how the process occurred. Many of the people 
who were using the term qualitative dunngJhe^lSgOs and 
into the early 1990s took it to refer to something that cut 
much deeper than simply an alternative method of re
search. People like Barone (1990), Eisner (1991), Heshusius 
(1989), Lincoln and Guba (1985), Schwandt (1989, 1990), 
Smith (1983, 1989), and others were using the term to de
note a differenyvayjrf looking at research and researchers. 
For this reason, the discourseof^hese_people involved talk 
of paradigm shifts, nonfoTrndationism, relativism, the col
lapse of the dichotomies of subject-object and fact-value, 
and so on. 

What happened, however, was that this version ofqual-
itative inquiry was soon reshapedjpy the mainstream of 
educational researchgrs. By the late 1980s,"foFmost peopTe," 
the discussion had settled down around the issue of 
whether or not the quantitative and qualitative approaches 
to research were compatiBle"or incompatible. IHs clear that 
very soon after this discussion began, the compatibilists, 
were able to carry the day. As a result, for most of the pro-
tessionythe'term qualitative came to refer to little more than 
an alternative method of inquiry. Whatever "subversive" 
potential qualitative had had was lost, and the traditional 
story about research and who we are as researchers was 
left essentially intact. 

I think one of the reasons the method version of qualita-
tivejwon out was not because the compatibilists offered a 
more telling philosophical argument than the incompati-
bilists, but because the former offered the members of the 

profession what the latter could not. That is, the incompat-
ibilists could offer no established set of procedures, for 
how-to-do and no established criteria for judging the re
sults of their version of qualitative inquiry. The reason they 
could do neither was because they saw qualitative inquiry 
as nonfoundational^nd, accordingly, it was notpossible to 
specify universally applicable procedures and criteria (see, 
for example, Schwandt, 1996; Smith, 1993).. 

Others, however, found no problem with dismissing the 
language and story of the nonfoundationalists and with 
elaborating a how^to-do-it versionj^quajita^we^jnquiry;. 
TKe°work of Miles and Huberman (1984) presents an early 
example of this approach. They dismissed the vocabulary 
of paradigm shifts by saying that practicing=~researchers 
need not be worried about it. They said researchers should 
be epistemologically ecumenical and "leave the grand de
bate to those who care most about it" (p. 20). Following this 
dismissal, and with the added injunction that "epistemo-
logical purity doesn't get research done" (p. 21), they then 
said that the most important,issue was to elaborate canons 
and step-by-step procedures for qualitative inquiry. The 
point, of course, was to develop canons and procedures 
that would allow researchers to achieve valid meinings 
and to draw real as opposed to surreal conclusions from 
their work. " " """"~ 

Finally, although Miles^and^Jiuberman^professed no 
great interest in epistemology, they did have to take ac
count of the new post-empiricist/ Kuhnian_and incompati-
bilist type ofvoca'bula'ry'trmf waTstfongly challenging the 
tfaditionalvocabulary of positivism. They did this by talk
ing not about truth, but about "truth space" (p. 22), by talk
ing not about replicajion^jput about another research 
coming up with not "wholly__contradictory findings" 
(p. 27), by talking not about positivism, but about "soft-
nosed" (p. 23) positivism, and so on. However, these were 
not really concessions to the changing vocabulary because, 
given the vague way in which they were crafted, there is 
no question that for them and for most other researchers 
the traditional story could remain very much intact. 

This call to dismiss methodology and emphasize canons 
and methods for valid qualitative inquiry fell neatly in line 
with the traditional story of objectivity, instrumental util
ity, and so on that was favored by the overwhelming 
majority of researchers. As a result, qualitative was soon 
stripped of its paradigmatic implications and became, for 
most researchers^ little more than an additional set of pro
cedures to be added to those of quantitative research. Most 
of our introductory research textbooks solidified this me
thodical understanding through the inclusion of chapters 
on qualitative research that focused on procedures for es
tablishing the validity and reliability, as traditionally un
derstood, of this approach* (see, for example, Schumacher 
& McMillan, 1993; Wiersma, 1991). 

This is the version of qualitative research that is referred 
to by McKenna.et al. They accept qualitative inquiry, al
though I suspect only grudgingly so because they feel com
pelled to add that' it "is still regarded skeptically by many" 
(p. 5), only so as long as the researcher engages in certain 
methodical practices such as "referential adequacy checks, 
triangulation, and negative case analysis" (p. 5). Moreover, 
in an echo of Miles and Huberman (1984), they draw a line 
between method and methodology when they say that 
those who do not understand qualitative inquiry in this 
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way simply do not understand the epistemological issues 
involved. This methodical version of qualitative inquiry is 
not at all whatJSdelsky has in mind when she uses the term 
when referring to teacher journals and noyejs^asj'esearch. 

What is likely tohaggenjn the.futureUias.the initial 
vocabulary of qualitative .research been so^successfully 
co-opted that the educational research profession will settle 
into' a~penqd of quietude? This is possible, of course, but I 
tend to doubt it because new ways of talking about research 
and ourselves as researchers seem to be breaking out all 
over the profession. And the increasing concern over the 
balkanization of thejypfession is merely a reflection of this 
lafTguage^pfbliferation, of the proliferatiojv ji>f people_at-
tempting to say new things about research and researchers. 

The proliferation^ language continues in part because 
many of those who were using qualitative in a pajradigmatic_ 
sense have not gone away/buTTiave instead abandoned 
qualitative an=d"faken"orTa different vocabulary. Fpr,exanv' 
p'le/SchwandtiT994^dne cTf the.more influential.people in 
pushing a methodological understanding of a subversive 
sense of qualitative inquiry, recently penned a chapter for 
the Handbook of Qualitative Research in which the term qual
itative, the title of the book notwithstanding, does not ap : 

pear. While he used that term in the past, alttiough almost 
always with clarifying qualifications, at this stage of the 
game he apparently feels it best to avoid qualitatiye^and the 
qualifications altogether and focus instead on the terms 
constructivist and interpretive. Personally, although I teachj 
course titled Qualitative Research and assign readings 
witrr"qu^litativ^inJtheTr7titles7T always begin cla¥s with a 
disclaimerlmd from that point on, rarely useejthej^uoftfa-
five^dT,~fof that matter, research. Interpretive andinquiry 
allow me to better say what I wanFto say. Therefore, as 
qualitative and other terms have been co-opjed, many peo
ple have simply downplayed or droppedJhem and pushed^ 
on to use another vocabulary. 

There also is some evidence that leads me to believe that 
those with "messy" vocabularies operating on the fringes of 
mainstream researchlrecently have gained in number and 
prominence. If nothing else, there are now more outlets for 
researchers who are attempting to tell different stories 
about research and researchers. Publishing houses like 
SUNY Press, Teachers College Press, Falmer Press, and so 
on are publishing more and more books that employ vo
cabularies that clearly do not fit within the traditional story 
of research and researchers. Given that publishers prefer to 
make rather than lose money, I can only conclude that there 
is a growing interest in these new stories and vocabularies. 

The recently initiated journal Qualitativejnguiry,-i\s title 
notwithstanding, seemsfcTevofed'To providing an outlet for 
new ways of talking about inquiry. The reason I say "title 
notwithstanding" is that for anyone schooled, in the co-
opted version of qualitative inquiry, the language of most, 
if not all, of the articles published in this journal is proba
bly close to unintelligible. For certain, the understanding 
Miles"~aii3~Huberrhan (1984) and McKenna et al. have of 
qualitative research does not include the language of 
"nonunitary subjectivity" (Bloom, 1996), "the spiritual 
warfare of exodus" (Ponticelli, 1996), "feminist.participa
tory research" (Maguire, 1996), and "significant absences" 
(McMahon7l'996). c ~ " "=" — — -

Second, as mentioned above, the editor of the most 
prominent'journal in our profession has openly recognized 

and discussed the need to attend to the proliferation of dif
ferent modes of discourse among educaUc^al*researchers 
(Donmoyer, 1996). This is not to say that he or other people 
think this balkanization of discourse is necessarily a good 
thing for tHe~profession. The only point is that for the issue 
to be so prominently discussed at this level means that 
those advocating alternative ways of talking about re
search and researchers have become more common within 
our profession. 

Finally, following the lead of RortyJ1989), it is clear that 
the fate "of these alternative vocabularies rests primarily 
with the coming generations qf^educational researchers. If 
this is so, then it is possible that the traditional.vocabulary 
and story will face competition for years to come. Many of 
those attempting to say new things about research and re
searchers are in positions where they can promote their vo
cabularies and stories through the education of their 
graduate students. That this is so is obvious when one 
reads, for example, the names of, and realizes the institu
tional positions held by, the editors and some of the edito
rial board members of the journal Qualitative Inquiry. 

Summary 

So, what have we learned today? The McKenna et al. and 
Edelsky debate is one of the best examples we have to il
lustrate the nature of the balkanization that is taking place 
in the world of educational research. Our disagreements 
are not empirical or, better said, they cannot be resolved 
empirically. While our disagreements may be philosophi
cal, at least in one sense, there is little reason to hold out 
hope for a philosophical solution of the better argument. In 
the end, the disagreements reside in the different vocabu
laries that are being used to tell different stories to our
selves and to others about research andUrjout who we are 
as educational researchers. 

Let me close with a brief comment about what this pro-
liferation of different vocabularies/different stories might 
mean to~usT The^rucial",que:stion, of course, is: Does this 
proliferation pose a serious problem forjas, or might it ac
tually be something to be embraced and celebrated? If this 
proliferation ends up only as a matter of plurality that is 
centered around a sense of "we^ (as used in the first sen
tence of this summary), then I think we may indeed have 
something to be celebrated. Such a plurality could be intel
lectually invigorating for both individuals and for the pro
fession as a whole. If, however, this plurality moves to a 
deep sense of heterogeneity, where a sense of ''we" is re
placed by a strong sense of "me," then I believe we are 
faced with a very serious problem indeed. Under this con
dition, any prospect we mighFKave'of a community of ed
ucational researchers could be lost beyond recovery. 

Schrag_(19i)2) frames the possibilifies^a'ttendaht to this 
situation quite clearly when he sTys"th"aFit"is"ralways possi
ble that a multiplicity^f^stories^can be "assembled in such 
a manner that lines of similitude remain o£eratiye and a 
binding of multiple discourses and practices remains pos
sible" (p. 33). If this can be accomplished, then we could 
advance the "possibilities for rational critique, articulation, 
and disclosure as these are geared to an understanding of 
shared experiences, evaluation, and emancipation" (p. 49). 
However, he also notes that if this multiplicity and plural
ity engage a strong sense of par_alogy, of constant dissent 
and of nothing beyond the endless play of local and local-
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ized vocabularies and stories, then we may be ensnared in 
a never-ending process of "dissensus, incommensurability, 
irretrievable conflicts of interpretation, and hermeneutical 
nihilism . . . " (p. 33). 

Of the two possibilities, I suspect most of us preferjhe 
former arid are very concerned about the pros~pects posed 
by the'latter. However, to cultivate and maintain a plural
ism of vocabularies and stories, one that does not degener
ate into an extreme heterogeneity, is not an easy task. This 
is why it is important to understand the nature of the 
McKenna et al. and Edelsky exchange and, by extension, to 
understand the nature of the balkanization of the educa
tional research community that we are now witnessing. 

Note 

I would like to thank three anpjiyjnous.reyie^ysjor their insightful 
comments on an earlier draft of tKis article. 
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