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The overuse of self-report in the study of beliefs in education:
epistemological considerations
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ABSTRACT
The last few decades abound in studies concerned with what teachers,
students, parents, and other participants in the educational process
believe about a wide variety of issues. Most of these studies follow
methodological procedures based on reports that people make about
their own beliefs. We argue that this strategy is seriously flawed under
certain conditions that often obtain and, therefore, we should revise
what we know so far about people’s beliefs. We also suggest a more
suitable alternative procedure.
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Introduction

Beliefs of teachers, students, student teachers, parents, and other agents involved in the educational
process have become a main focus of research in contemporary education (for some reviews, see
Confrey 1990; Pajares 1992; Fang 1996; Wittrock 1996; Hofer and Pintrich 1997; Wideen, Mayer-
Smith, and Moon 1998; Horwitz 1999; Genishi et al. 2001; Kane, Sandretto, and Heath 2002; Muis
2004; Marcos and Tillema 2006; for more recent studies, see e.g. Maggioni, VanSledright, and Alexan-
der 2009; Hoskins, Lopatto, and Stevens 2011; Mägi et al. 2011; Morris 2011; Beghetto and Baxter
2012; Beswick 2012; Smith et al. 2012; Chen, Metcalf, and Tutwiler 2014). In the great majority of
the studies, the instruments and procedures used to identify people’s beliefs (Likert-type scales, ques-
tionnaires, belief inventories, surveys, interviews, focus groups, etc.) are based upon what people
report they believe. Sometimes participants are explicitly asked to avow their beliefs; more often,
though, they are presented with questions or other items that are supposed to elicit such avowals
in one way or another. Marcos and Tillema (2006, 116) call this family of procedures questioning:

With regard to methodology, the most common approach in research of this type is questioning. Questioning is
based on the use of systematic, (semi-) structured or open questions that are given to a teacher or a group of
participants to assess their beliefs, values, attitudes, and thoughts. Traditionally, there are three major kinds of
data collection instruments: interviews, questionnaires, and checklist surveys.

Some studies incorporate as well observational procedures or other techniques that are combined
with the use of self-reports, but they still hinge too much on the latter (e.g. Sneider and Pulos
1983; Veal 2004; Youngs 2007; Herron 2010). As Genishi et al. (2001, 1187) point out, ‘several research-
ers do observe teachers and interview or survey them, but for the most part, such observations are
limited’. Actually, it is really difficult to find contemporary studies in which the identification of beliefs
does not strongly depend on some report-based strategy. So henceforth – and following a sugges-
tion made by one of us in a previous work (Gaete 2013) – we will refer to this practice as the standard
strategy to learn about people’s beliefs.
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An assumption underlying the standard strategy is that people’s self-reports are a reliable source
of information about their beliefs. In words of Alexander and Dochy (1995, 416), who have made this
assumption explicit in one of their studies: ‘[W]e assumed that the responses that participants shared
would be accurate reflections of their thoughts and views’. In this paper, we argue that this assump-
tion is usually mistaken; more specifically, that under certain common conditions that we will spell
out, to ask people to avow their beliefs, either by explicitly telling them to do so or, more subtly,
by asking them indirect questions to the same effect, is far from being the best way to find out
what they really believe.

The issues underlying these considerations are important in their own right, but they become
especially worth attending to if we take into account certain worries that researchers have lately
been expressing not only about the field of beliefs in particular but also about the quality of edu-
cational research in general. Regarding the former, there are at present pending epistemological
and methodological issues that are turning into major obstacles for good research. Thus, for instance,

despite the relatively long history of research in the area of teacher beliefs and practices, there has been relatively
little inquiry into the nature of assumptions underlying dominant theoretical and methodological approaches.
The recent emergence of more diversity in the theoretical perspectives used to conduct research in this area
is likely to make substantial contributions to discussions about theory, methods, and findings. (Speer 2005, 363)

In the same line, Skott (2015, 14) has very recently observed that ‘the experiences from the last three
decades invite us to reconsider the role of dominant theoretical frameworks in the field, including
[…] the main methods of inquiry’. This is precisely what we do here: we try to make evident that
some of the methodological procedures that have dominated the study of beliefs for the last few
decades are often unreliable. We also suggest an alternative strategy.

As for the quality of educational research in general, an intense methodological debate has fol-
lowed recent US policies on research funding (see, for example, Howe 2004; Eisenhart 2006;
Denzin 2009; Rudolph 2014; Southerland, Gadsden, and Herrington 2014; Wieman 2014). Several
issues have been raised on what counts as good educational research and, relatedly, what sorts of
studies are worth funding. We will by no means be able to settle all the questions at stake in this
complex discussion, but we hope our considerations will be a small contribution to the debate by
bringing to light methodological problems that researchers must deal with if they really want to
be rigorous in studying people’s beliefs.

The main problems of the standard strategy

Curiously enough, the use of self-reports to ascribe beliefs to people is a pervasive practice in social
research. We say ‘curiously enough’ not only because most psychotherapists, detectives, lawyers,
victims of scam, and adults in general understand very well the huge difference between believing
X and saying that one believes X, but also because over the last hundred years sensible doubts about
the soundness of report-based methodological approaches to mental life have been continuously
made by many researchers and theorists from very different fields and orientations. We are not
talking about marginal criticisms. For example, both Freud and Malinowski marked a before and
after in their disciplines by arguing that, in the context of psychological and anthropological research,
respectively, people’s declarations about the content of their beliefs can be extremely untrustworthy
(see, e.g. Erickson 1986; Bloch 1998; Lewkowicz and Bokanowski 2011) – a view that remains widely
accepted among clinical psychologists and anthropologists whether or not they are fond of these
theorists. Even such a famous advocate of interviews as Piaget (1951) warned us that only in
certain cases one is entitled to conceive of the interviewees’ declarations as corresponding with
their thoughts. More recently, in the seventies, Nisbett and Wilson (1977) offered strong evidence
against the accuracy of self-reports on cognitive processes. Further criticisms have been put
forward since then by sociocultural theorists and other researchers (see, e.g. Schoultz, Säljö, and
Wyndhamn 2001; Halldén, Haglund, and Strömdahl 2007; Hoffman and Seidel 2015).
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Despite all this, a great deal of social research on beliefs and other cognitive states continues to
ground its findings in people’s direct and indirect reports on such states. We have some suggestions
about why this is so, but before getting into that let us state as clearly as we can the main problems of
this strategy in the context of educational research specifically.

Dishonesty and unconscious beliefs

First, people are very often inclined to hide or misrepresent some of their thoughts – to others and
even to themselves. It is because of this that test-makers have developed such measures as sincerity
scales. Leaving aside the debate on the extent to which these measures are helpful, only a small
portion of the report-based educational research on beliefs is actually conducted by means of pro-
cedures that incorporate them. Perhaps researchers assume that people do not have reasons to lie
about educational issues (as they would if they were talking about, e.g. their sexual life). But this
would be an unjustified assumption. Consider, for example, the case of a survey carried out by
one of the authors of this paper (Gaete and Ayala 2015). About 80% of the respondents declared
that they believed that a socially diverse school was preferable to a school in which families are all
alike. This, however, is the answer of a representative sample of the citizens of a country that at
the time the survey was conducted had one of the most homogeneous, segregating scholar
systems in the world – as well as an extremely inequitable society – whereas, as a reaction to that,
a strong anti-segregation discourse had colonized the media. So the author was forced to consider
at least the possibility that many of the surveyed subjects decided to lie in order to avoid the embar-
rassment of revealing their politically incorrect rejection of diversity.

The distorting influence of social desirability and other aspects of the social context over self-
reports is well documented (see, e.g. Price and Allen 1990; Bersabé, Fuentes, and Motrico 2001;
Hayes, Glynn, and Shanahan 2005; Hornstra, Van den Bergh, and Denessen 2011) and has been
openly noted in the field of teacher beliefs:

Many individuals feel obligated to present favorable self-images to researchers resulting in response inaccuracies
based on the contrived perceptions of social desirability […] Reporting and interpretative errors are so pervasive
that in a study investigating how experts’ self-reported beliefs related to problem solving, Feldon […] lamented
‘participants’ self-explanations are largely inaccurate’ […] The paradigm becomes increasingly egregious as many
teachers believe that certain epistemological and pedagogical beliefs are socially desirable […]. (Hoffman and
Seidel 2015, 120)

Imagine, for instance, what can happen when teachers are asked to voice pedagogical beliefs that
could make some of their colleagues feel uncomfortable or react with disapproval. In a study reported
by De Groot (2002), researchers ‘became concerned that teachers in particular were reluctant to
express divergent opinions in a highly public forum such as a focus group’ (51). This should be a
quite a disquieting concern for a researcher who is to count on teachers’ self-reports for establishing
what they believe, even if she uses some sort of measure to control social desirability. For not only is
the validity of such measures a matter of controversy (see, e.g. Johnson, Fendrich, and Hubbell 2002);
on top of this, and just as what happens with lie detectors, few studies actually resort to the use of the
measures in question.

Social desirability and other motivations (convenience, fear, lack of interest, etc.) can make
someone hide her thoughts not only from others but from herself too. Suppose, for instance, that
a right-wing school principal has witnessed how teachers have been successfully developing their
students’ reasoning by using strategies based on Freire’s critical pedagogy, which includes a
handful of left-wing ideas. Having formed the belief that such an approach can be very effective,
she may then ‘repress’ this belief in order to avoid the anxiety that advocating ideas from Freire’s pol-
itical framework would produce on her.

Actually, people can form beliefs without being aware of that in the first place – just like many of
the cultural beliefs we all acquire through the process of socialization (see, among many others,
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Bourdieu 2012) or the pedagogical beliefs which Lortie (1975) famously attributed to teachers’ pre-
vious schooling experience. There is in fact general agreement that teacher beliefs can be, and fre-
quently are, unconscious, in such a way that ‘even the most objective practitioners may not
consciously recognize their own beliefs during teaching’ (Hoffman and Seidel 2015, 109; see also,
among many others, Nespor 1987; Kagan 1992; Martín et al. 2014). Also, the now widespread idea
of the school’s hidden curriculum feeds largely on the fact that students are not aware of everything
they learn at school (see, e.g. Giroux and Penna 1979; Jackson 1990). Even supporters of the use of
self-reports have granted that researchers should avoid items requiring that respondents have a high
level of self-awareness (see, e.g. Haeffel and Howard 2010).

Ambiguity

Another factor that undermines the assumption that people’s belief reports are reasonably trust-
worthy, which holds especially for paper-pencil instruments, is the high ambiguity of written
language (see, e.g. Ray 1983; Holden and Edwards 1989; Bersabé, Fuentes, and Motrico 2001).
Even if test-makers are extremely careful in designing the items so as to avoid misinterpretation,
the level of ambiguity skyrockets when one has to read and answer questions about such quite
complex issues as teaching theories or the sources of knowledge or the goals of education or the
relations between poverty and learning (Gaete 2013). It is precisely beliefs regarding matters like
these, however, that many educational studies are concerned with:

What does a teacher really mean, for example, when she says that she agrees that poverty is a major obstacle for
learning? How exactly does this belief differ from the belief expressed by those who mark the ‘strongly agree’
option? Is it a difference in the degree of certainty or in the likelihood one would hold it, or act upon it, or
even die for it? Or is it that one respondent takes poverty to be a major obstacle, whereas the other takes it
to be a minor one? And what exactly do they mean by ‘poverty’ and ‘obstacle’? Are they even talking about
the same phenomena? Is the researcher? (Gaete 2013, 2)

Or take this case given by Speer (2005):

[C]onsider for a moment what stating, ‘I believe groupwork is important’ might mean to someone. One person
might apply such a label to classrooms where groups of students are collaboratively constructing a proof. In
another scenario, students are solving equations individually and checking answers with one another.
Someone else might classify this second episode as groupwork. A multitude of other scenarios might be con-
sidered ‘groupwork’ by someone and there is no guarantee that the term evokes the same images for teachers,
researchers, and readers, yet it (and similarly under-specified terms) are often used during research and in reports
of findings. (368–369)

The latter has to do with a more general methodological issue known as cognitive validity (see, e.g.
Koskey et al. 2010). Once again, even if some attempts have been made to measure this kind of val-
idity, and leaving aside the question whether such attempts have been really successful and in which
contexts, the standardized instruments employed in report-based educational studies on beliefs are
very rarely tested for this. In the field of teacher beliefs, it is a rather common methodological com-
plaint with very serious consequences (see, e.g. Speer 2005; Leatham 2006; Skott 2015).

Verbal expression, implicit knowledge, and inconsistent beliefs

Ambiguity may not be such a big problem for some report-based methods. During an in-depth inter-
view, for instance, the interviewer can always ask for disambiguation and, moreover, bodily language
and other non-verbal keys will often render that unnecessary. Still, an important problem that
researchers will encounter even in interviews, focus groups, and other face-to-face procedures is
that many people are not quite good at verbalizing some of their thoughts. This is obviously the
case in many situations, for example, when participants are small children or non-native speakers
or have to talk about a subject they are not conceptually equipped for. If you ask a first-year
student teacher what are her beliefs about the source and validity of scientific knowledge, or a
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primary student what she believes about the shape of the Earth, her best attempt to formulate an
answer may totally misrepresent what she really believes (see, e.g. Schoultz, Säljö, and Wyndhamn
2001).

But more generally, people are not able to convey a large part of their subjective states. Farrell and
Ives (2015, 14) have recently noted in discussing a study that there are ‘possible limitations of tea-
chers articulating their beliefs’. In particular, ‘some teachers may not be able to verbalize why they
have made a particular instructional decision’ (see also Leatham 2006). This difficulty to put into
words certain beliefs is not a peculiarity of a small group of teachers, but part of a quite generalized
phenomenon theorists usually point to by noting that many teacher beliefs are tacit or implicit (see,
e.g. Nespor 1987; Clark 1988; Trumbull 1990; Kane, Sandretto, and Heath 2002). Nor is it a difficulty
restricted to teachers, considering that implicit knowledge is part of everybody’s cognitive repertoire
and that a long representational redescription process may be required in order for it to be accurately
verbalized (Karmiloff-Smith 1992; see also Polanyi 1961; Bloch 1998). Actually, the process may last
days, even weeks – far more than the hour or couple of hours that report-based procedures normally
take – and may even need professional assistance. Hence the use of such procedures ‘may result in
conscious fabrications […], promulgate mischievous respondents, and contribute to deliberate
response bias’ (Hoffman and Seidel 2015, 120).

Naturally, researchers can always – and sometimes rightly – assume that the participants of a study
will be able to convey their thoughts accurately. In their report of a study about conceptions of knowl-
edge and belief, for example, Alexander and Dochy (1995) tell us that they have ‘operated under the
assumption that our adult participants have both the cognitive and linguistic skills required to
respond to our questions about knowledge and beliefs’ (415). This assumption may be justified,
especially if the participants are ‘experienced at framing complex concepts, like knowing and believ-
ing, in language’ (415). But how is this kind of conceptual experience established? The authors explain
that some of the participants were ‘experts who conducted formal study and published in either the
domain of knowledge or beliefs’ (417). Some others, however, were undergraduate students, and not
necessarily in areas where epistemological concepts are customary. So even if they can be described
as having experience with framing complex concepts in language, their alleged ability to express
accurately their epistemological conceptions looks pretty much like an extra assumption – and
one dangerously close to the misleading idea that someone can be an epistemologist without
having studied epistemology.

Furthermore, as Pajares (1992) has noted in his well-known discussion on teacher beliefs, ‘all indi-
viduals, at some point in their lives, suffer attacks of cognitive (belief?) dissonance, where incompa-
tible beliefs are suddenly thrust on them’ (319). In this vein, Niessen (as quoted in Akkerman and
Meijer 2011) ‘showed how experienced teachers trained in problem-based education […] struggle
with advancing not one, but multiple conflicting epistemological beliefs’ (311). Indeed, harder
than saying what one believes about a complex issue is to say what one believes about a complex
issue when one cannot decide between different and even contradictory beliefs. A long, in-depth
interview might fare well in some cases, especially when it gives the interviewee the space and
the resources to handle the conflict. But there are too many other situations in which no interview
will succeed – not necessarily because of a lack of expertise on the part of the interviewer, but
because the verbal expression of cognitive dissonance, especially on certain subjects, may take
even longer than the redescription process previously mentioned and may involve an exercise of
both a high level of self-knowledge and a set of sophisticated linguistic and communicative compe-
tences that many people have not acquired.

Contextualism

So far we have put forward some problems of the standard strategy that are due to the fact that there
are reasonable doubts about the assumption that self-report is reliable (as a source of information
about beliefs). Further problems that are not related to this can be identified as well. One of them
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has to do with an idea that only recently has started to be seriously considered in educational
research on beliefs, namely, the idea that the context in which beliefs are expressed affects their
expression not only because the way in which they are expressed – or the very fact that they are
– is sensitive to that context, but also because one context can make people form beliefs that in
another context would not have arisen. As Hoyles (1992) put it, ‘beliefs are situated – dialectical con-
structions, products of activity, context and culture’ (40; see also Speer 2005; Skott 2015). On this view,
the situation a person is in is seen as a co-producer of her beliefs. Illustrative examples of this can be
found in the field of public opinion studies, which provides an abundance of cases showing how the
initial questions of a survey can influence the respondents’ views (see, e.g. Bargsted and Kedar 2009).
It is also well-known, at least since the work of Tversky and Kahneman (1974), that the information
available during interviews and other question-and-answer situations heavily affects people’s think-
ing. Thus, for instance, self-report requests can be permeated with the researcher’s expectations
(Kane, Sandretto, and Heath 2002).

If this contextualist view is on the right track – as many think it is – then another problem associ-
ated with the standard strategy is that the situations in which self-report is elicited by researchers are
usually very different from the situations in which the beliefs they are after are normally (co)pro-
duced. Thus, the fact that during an interview with a researcher, for example, in a school meeting
room, parents form certain beliefs about the educational process of their children does not mean
that at home they will form those same beliefs in making relevant decisions about that process.
But the researcher may happen to be interested precisely in the beliefs involved in such decisions.
More generally, given that report-based methods tend to be applied in rather ‘artificial’ situations
– in the sense that they neither are nor resemble the situations related to the phenomenon research-
ers are ultimately trying to understand – the standard strategy could result in the wrong kind of infor-
mation even if participants in the studies did say exactly what they believed.

Failure conditions for the standard strategy

Taking into account all of these problems, we can establish four conditions under which the use of
self-reports to learn about people’s beliefs would not be the right methodological decision. We have
called these conditions the insincerity condition, the self-ignorance condition, the inexpressibility con-
dition, and the out-of-situation condition.

The insincerity condition obtains when participants in a study are strongly motivated to lie about
what they believe. As we have pointed out already, there are many sources for this kind of motivation:
social desirability, convenience, fear, etc. (We must note that this condition does not obtain when
people can anonymously provide their views. Besides, researchers would be entitled to ignore this
condition if they had a proven way to detect lies or to effectively handle them in some other way.)

The self-ignorance condition obtains when participants are likely to be unaware of their own
beliefs. Again, there are many sources: age, presence of some motivation to keep things unconscious
(e.g. identity issues, avoidance of anguish, etc.), origins of the belief, etc.

The inexpressibility condition obtains whenever participants are not well positioned to articulate
their beliefs. This can be due to different reasons too. Perhaps the people in question have not mas-
tered their language (consider the case of a little boy, or a non-native speaker, etc.); or perhaps they
are not used to talking about certain topics (consider the case of someone who has never come
across epistemological discussions and is required to say what she thinks about the relation
between knowledge and justification); or perhaps they cannot make up their mind between two
incompatible sets of beliefs; etc.

Finally, the out-of-situation condition obtains when the situation in which the belief is expected to
be reported is too artificial in the sense explained above. For example, if we are interested in knowing
about the beliefs actually guiding a student teacher’s pedagogical decisions when she teaches
English to primary students during her practicum, the following are ways to bring about the out-
of-situation condition: to ask her to complete a Likert scale at home; to participate in a focus
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group at university; to make her say things about teaching in general rather than about teaching
English to primary students; etc.

The need for an alternative approach

Some researchers may remain unconvinced that the problems just stated are enough to stop trusting
the standard strategy. They may acknowledge that it does have its downsides, but since no method is
perfect they may also take it that, in comparison with other procedures, the use of self-reports is
equally or even more trustworthy (for a more elaborated version of this line of thought, see, e.g.
Haeffel and Howard 2010). So far, as we know, however, no one has ever shown this to be the
case. Furthermore, we do not agree that researchers are entitled to follow a defective procedure
just because there are no better options. Suppose, for the sake of the argument, that no other meth-
odological approach can provide us with a more accurate representation of people’s beliefs than the
standard strategy. Still, given that under one or more of the four conditions specified in the previous
section there are very reasonable doubts (posited both by theorists and common sense) that self-
reports will reliably provide the information researchers are after, the scientific thing to do is not
to keep using this method but either to build a more reliable alternative or, until this is done, to
refrain from using it. Lack of information is preferable to misinformation – and this should be
especially taken into account in times of controversy about the scientific rigour of educational
research.

At any rate, we do think that there is already at least one methodological procedure that is far
more adequate than the standard strategy. But before going into this, let us briefly assess a
couple of considerations that might make it tempting to stick to that strategy even when its
failure conditions obtain.

According to Kane, Sandretto, and Heath (2002), to describe a teacher’s beliefs by considering only
her professed views is to tell just half the story. In order for the story to be complete, they say, one need
consider also the teacher’s theories-in-use or thinking in action, that is, those beliefs that actually guide
the teacher’s practice, even if they are unconscious or implicit and, consequently, the teacher cannot
report them. We sympathize with this proposal if it is construed as inviting us to acknowledge the
existence of undeclared or implicit beliefs that cannot be left out of the picture of teacher cognition.
Alternatively, however, it might be interpreted as stating that teacher beliefs can be either of two
kinds: the theories-in-use which underlie their teaching practices and the professed views which
may or may not affect such practices. Thus, for instance, whereas a teacher’s professed view can
be that a certain theory provides the best approach to teaching, the beliefs actually guiding her
teaching may be totally inconsistent with that theory. On this interpretation, professed views are
not different from belief reports –mere narratives that may have no bearing on behaviour. Research-
ers who see things this way can then be tempted to resort to the standard strategy. Indeed, once
teachers’ professed views and the cognitions that actually underlie their teaching practices are con-
strued as two radically different kinds of beliefs, restricting descriptions to either of them is certainly
to tell just half the story – and given that professed views are conceived of as narratives, the use of
some sort of self-report seems the appropriate methodological approach to access them, even if it is
acknowledged that a different strategy must be followed to access beliefs of the other posited kind.

This position makes sense for the studies that are concerned with people’s narratives as well as
their cognition in action. In the case of those who are restricted to the latter, to describe people’s
narratives could be not to tell half the story but to tell a whole different story. Now many researchers,
perhaps most of them, are interested in studying beliefs only insofar as they are somehow connected
to people’s behaviour. This is clearly so in the field of teacher beliefs, where a core idea – which Skott
(2015) described as the fundamental rationale of the field – is that beliefs are ‘an explanatory principle
for practice’ (25). It was largely because the views teachers hold were thought to be intimately con-
nected with the things they decide to do in the classroom that many of the studies about teacher
beliefs were conducted (see also, e.g. Speer 2005; Hoffman and Seidel 2015). In this context, if a
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teacher participating in a focus group ends up saying the very contrary of what she really thinks
because she does not want to make her colleagues uncomfortable, her declarations are not incom-
plete representations of her actual beliefs but simply false declarations. They are not the views in the
light of which she actually conducts her behaviour and, to that extent, they cannot serve as (correct)
explanations of that behaviour.

A similar motivation can be found underlying many researchers’ interest in studying the beliefs of
other participants in the educational process. For instance, it is partially to understand parents’ invol-
vement in the education of their children that researchers have studied parents’ beliefs (see, e.g.
Drummond and Stipek 2004); and the concern with students’ beliefs about evolution is related,
among other things, to the concern with how such beliefs can affect the students’ learning strategies
and performance (see, e.g. McKeachie, Lin, and Strayer 2002). In all of these cases, what people say
they believe can be misleading and, therefore, the standard strategy could be inadequate even to
generate a partial account.

This is why the attempt to combine the standard strategy with other methods is not a solution
either. Triangulation, as this methodological mixture is commonly referred to, is highly valued
within the scientific community and has even been posited as ‘the heart of qualitative research’s val-
idity’ (Davidson and Tolich, as quoted in Kane, Sandretto, and Heath 2002, 198). We would not go as
far as to describe it like this, but we do agree that, as a general principle, the more sources of infor-
mation researchers have, the more valid the results of their studies – even (and sometimes especially)
when an integration of qualitative and quantitative approaches is involved (for qualms about this, see
Denzin 2009; for a solid defence of theoretical integration that might apply to education, see Gaete
and Gaete 2015). However, because self-reports can be a source of misinformation rather than of
incomplete information, there may be no point in combining them with anything else. The triangu-
lation of the results gathered by the use of any given method X with those collected by means of any
other method Y must be explicitly avoided if either X or Y are unreliable. We will not improve our
understanding of a certain phenomenon by combining a representation and a misrepresentation
of that phenomenon. Triangulation, so far as we can see, is a powerful tool that can be used to ident-
ify methodological weaknesses as well as to build richer descriptions and explanations, but it cannot
be used as a way to solve the deficiencies of any single method. A faulty procedure must be fixed
before its results can be reliably triangulated.

Having said all that, we want to be clear that we are not saying that the standard strategy never
works. Nor are we denying that the results of the thousands of report-based studies carried out so far
in the field of beliefs can be informative about, for example, people’s narratives. What we say is that if
we are ultimately concerned with what people deeply believe (rather than with their belief reports)
then the standard strategy is unreliable under certain conditions which, admittedly, often obtain (the
insincerity condition, the self-ignorance condition, the inexpressibility condition, and the out-of-
situation condition). Therefore, whenever researchers have reasons to think that any of these con-
ditions obtains, the use of some alternative methodological procedure should be compelling (with
the proviso that the insincerity conditionmight be effectively dealt with within the standard strategy).

Participant observation

Our candidate has for a long time been part of the methodological toolbox of the social sciences, at
least among those who operate within ethnographic or interpretative approaches: participant obser-
vation. In social anthropology, where it was mainly developed, it is nowadays a must-do for any
researcher who seriously sets herself to the task of understanding the beliefs, values, and practices
of people (see, e.g. Hendry 1999; Bernard 2006; DeWalt and DeWalt 2010; Zahle 2013). In education,
it has also been widely used (see, e.g. Erickson 1986; Eisenhart 1988), although less commonly in the
study of beliefs. Still, some regularly quoted studies in that field have used, and in fact derive part of
their strength from, participant observation (e.g. Lortie 1975; Jackson 1990). The very inclusion of
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teachers’ mental life as a central theme in the research on teaching was to a great extent due to the
development of ethnographic studies (Freeman 2002).

Basically, participant observation consists in learning things by both observing and taking part in
what is going on around (Fontein 2014). By joining the activities of a given group of people, research-
ers learn about ‘the explicit and tacit aspects of their life routines and their culture’ (DeWalt and
DeWalt 2010, 1). The explicit aspects are those which people can articulate, whereas the tacit ones
largely remain outside their consciousness. Researchers systematically record these observations
(usually, but not exclusively, in writing), thereby producing a series of thick descriptions, that is,
descriptions that capture the meaning of the observed and the web of relationships within which
it is placed (Geertz 1994; Ponterotto 2006).1

Because participant observation does not depend on people’s self-reports, its credibility and accu-
rateness is not threatened by any of the four conditions under which the standard strategy is likely to
fail. Moreover, it does not bring about the out-of-situation condition, for the observation is carried out
in the very situations where the relevant beliefs are usually expressed. But there are at least two other
very good reasons this procedure is particularly suitable for identifying beliefs.

One is that, even though the connection between belief and action is not such that to believe
something entails actually performing certain actions, it does entail the disposition to act in
certain ways. This is not an empirical claim but a stronger, logical claim grounded on the very
concept of belief (see, e.g. Levi and Morgenbesser 1964; Rokeach 1969; Armstrong 1973; Velleman
2000; Dennett 2004; Ryle 2009b). Thus, the possibility offered by participant observation to
witness people’s actions over a relatively long period of time, which is about the most reliable
way there is to establish their behavioural dispositions, puts the researcher in a very good position
to ascribe beliefs. (This point certainly needs elaboration, but we do not have the space for that
here. We are currently working in another paper – on the definition of belief – where we devote
several pages to it.)

The other reason has to do with the very intimate relation between subject and object that is
required by the production of deep knowledge about beliefs and other subjective entities. In a
way, the subject must be the object, as the French philosopher Bergson (1979) would put it.
Another philosophical antecedent of this approach can be found in Herder: ‘Be a shepherd with shep-
herds, a peasant in the midst of an agricultural people, an oriental among the primitive dwellers of
the East, if you want to enjoy these creations in the atmosphere of their birth’ (as quoted in Berlin
1976, 186). This is an epistemic demand that arises when the object of knowledge is part of the sub-
jective or intersubjective world (beliefs, cultural meanings, experiences, etc.). Unlike such things as
the movement of subatomic particles, chemical reactions and, more generally, the processes
studied by physics and other natural sciences by means of observations which certainly require a
detached, third person perspective, the social world has what Taylor (1971) calls experiential
meaning, that is, the kind of meaning that can be fully grasped only by beings that are capable of
undergoing certain experiences (see also, among many others, Jackson 1982; Nagel 1989). In this
vein, Howe (2004, 50) reminds educational researchers that ‘human behavior, unlike atoms and mol-
ecules, can be fully understood only from the insiders’ perspective’ (a relatively contemporary expo-
sition of this conception of human behaviour and some of its epistemic consequences can be found,
for example, in McDowell 1982 and Taylor 1975).

Participant observation provides researchers with this perspective by placing them as part of the
phenomenon observed.2 Thus, to practice this method is ‘to join in correspondence with those with
whom we learn or among whom we study’ (Ingold 2014, 390). It is to acknowledge the fluidity and
dynamism of knowledge among humans and their communities, and to conceive of it as something
that ‘grows and is grown in the forge of our relations with others’ (391). Researchers must couple both
their perception and action with the movements of others. These coupling movements answer to
each other and reveal deeper aspects of practices and discourses than those accessed through
merely eliciting people’s reports, especially in situations divorced from real life stream.

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH & METHOD IN EDUCATION 249



Actually, the very motivation underlying Malinowski’s introduction of participant observation into
anthropology was his realization that ‘there is a series of phenomena of great importance which
cannot possibly be recorded by questioning or computing documents, but have to be observed in
their full actuality’ (Malinowski 1922, 18). He became conscious that if he wanted to really understand
what the people he was studying believed, valued, aspired to, etc., he had to go beyond what they
reported – he had to be with them, see the things they did and also, when possible, include himself in
those practices. For only by doing this can researchers put themselves in the epistemic position
required to fully understand (inter)subjective phenomena.

This epistemological outlook is well established in social anthropology, where participant obser-
vation is regarded as the ‘quintessential ethnographic fieldwork method’ (Bernard 2006, 342) and
even ‘the defining method’ of the discipline (Zahle et al. 2013, 365). In education, however, not every-
one is convinced about its suitability, despite the fact that, as we said, it has been widely used. There
are, in particular, three qualms about it that we would like to tackle here, for they can make the stan-
dard strategy seem a preferable approach.

Time and cost

The first concern is pragmatic. Participant observation calls for long periods of fieldwork carried out
by very well trained observers (they must be prepared to make thick descriptions in the relevant
domains). All this makes it a rather expensive method, especially compared to the use of surveys,
questionnaires, and their kin, which do not take too much time and, in many cases, are cheaper.

Now, we ourselves are researchers and know very well that the speed with which a study produces
results can be an issue. But velocity must never outweigh validity. We also perfectly understand that
researchers do not always have all of the financial resources they would need – again, we have been
there ourselves. This, however, is a good reason to rethink public policies about social research, not to
loosen the requirements of scientific rigour: ‘if we wanted to measure temperature, we would not
trade a thermometer for a stone, even if the latter is cheaper; nor should rapidity make us prefer a
faulty calculator over an abacus’ (Gaete 2013, 3). Scarcity of time and funding provides no justification
to follow less accurate procedures. High-quality research demands the use of the most suitable
methods, whether or not they can save time and money.

Put differently, any given method’s being time-consuming and expensive is a downside only
insofar as there is a faster, cheaper alternative procedure that is equally valid for producing the
sort of knowledge the researcher is after. Otherwise, rather than a real downside what we have is
the necessary cost of the right way of conducting social research on certain issues and with
certain epistemological aspirations. This seems to be the case for participant observation, since as
far as we can tell no theorist has ever shown that there is another as good or better way to obtain
inside knowledge of people’s subjective and intersubjective life.

Thus, although it is undeniable that the validity of participant observation is utterly dependent on
the researchers’ observation and interpretation skills, and despite the time and cost it can entail, the
scientific thing to do is to make every effort to keep research pragmatically tenable without affecting
its epistemological tenability. Participant observation is admittedly a quite demanding method, but
there is no point in resorting to less demanding options if they will not provide researchers with
the sort of information they are after.

Objectivity

The second qualm is epistemological. It is the idea that participant observation entails a loss in scien-
tific objectivity. Because everything researchers see and hear is ‘filtered’ by their own subjectivity, it is
said, their descriptions are forever prevented from acquiring the status of objective. The close relation
between subject and object, the fact that the observer is part of the observed, is supposed to render
the information collected by means of this approach inevitably biased.

250 A. GAETE ET AL.



But this is just false. Granted, the researcher will not have a certain kind of objectivity, namely, the
kind of objectivity that logical positivism demanded from science. But it is precisely because of its
controversial objectivity requirements that positivism ended up being rejected as a proper
account of science (see, e.g. Leary 1985). For such requirements happened to be unattainable
even in the natural sciences, as was finally acknowledged by the last twentieth century positivist phi-
losophers themselves. Scientific objectivity is not a matter of escaping from subjectivity – which by
the way is impossible for human beings – but a matter of producing a certain sort of intersubjectivity
(for different versions of this core idea among epistemologists, see, e.g. Taylor 1971; Feyerabend
1978; Longino 1990; Popper 2002). The intervention of researchers’ subjectivity in their observations
is not a bias contaminating their descriptions but the very bedrock of any viable conception of objec-
tivity. As Nietzsche (1967, 119) put it decades ago:

There is only a perspective seeing, only a perspective ‘knowing’; and themore affects we allow to speak about one
thing, themore eyes, different eyes, we can use to observe one thing, the more complete will our ‘concept’ of this
thing, our ‘objectivity’, be.

As a scientific methodological procedure, participant observation can – and must – be objective in a
sense, but not in the positivist sense (which makes impossible for anyone to be objective). As Brink-
mann (2012, 62) has recently noted,

onmany reasonable interpretations of what it means to be objective, qualitative research can indeed attain objec-
tivity. If being objective means reflecting the nature of the object researched, letting the object speak, or being
adequate to the object investigated, qualitative research seems entirely capable of being objective.

Just as ‘scientifically based research’ is not synonymous with ‘experimental research’ (Eisenhart 2006),
‘objectivity’ is not synonymous with ‘a view from nowhere’ or ‘an absolute view’ (see also Nagel 1989;
Williams 2011). The radical, positivist opposition between the objective and the subjective has been
overcome in epistemology. It is time that this important theoretical achievement in the philosophy of
science be widely acknowledged in educational research.

Moreover, according to some recent developments in epistemology, the fact that researchers
make themselves part of the phenomena they observe can even increase both the power and the
validity of their observations. In this vein, Butterfill (2013) has argued that interacting observers
can know things they could not access if they were unable to interact with the people they
observe. If this line of reasoning is on the right track, there would be more reasons to think of par-
ticipant observation as one of the most appropriate ways to collect information about people’s
beliefs.

Now of course any observation can always involve distortions and this problem will always be
lurking around. But theorists have tackled it over the years and nowadays there is wide agreement
that it is perfectly surmountable. After a critical review of some discussions about the objectivity
of participant observation that took place in the 1940s and the 1950s (two decades in which
logical positivism was still quite influential in the philosophy of science), Zahle (2013) concluded
that ‘most of the discussants […] maintained that the method is reliable only if the researcher
takes a whole number of precautionary measures’ (365), several of which involve concerns about
her preparation. It is here, indeed, that we must look if we want to keep educational research objec-
tive: we need well-prepared researchers who have a broad knowledge of epistemology as well as the
skills required for conducting rigorous and systematic observations (see also Erickson 1986).

Generalization

Finally, researchers may worry that no generalizations will be ever yielded by means of participant
observation. This fits well with anthropological research, since anthropologists are commonly inter-
ested less in making general claims than in the complexity and uniqueness of the particular; but is it
not the case that in education we are more in need of general knowledge?
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Advocates of participant observation usually answer to this criticism by reminding us that in edu-
cation we are just as much concerned with the unique and the particular as we are with the common
and the general (see, e.g. Erickson 1986). Moreover, getting knowledge of the particular is crucial
even if one is ultimately concerned with the general, since one has to generalize from something.

But besides all this, it is just not true that participant observation is unhelpful to produce general
knowledge. True, normally it yields no statistical generalization, but in the social sciences, there is a
kind of generalization that proceeds not by statistical inference but by identifying the rules or prin-
ciples underlying a certain activity. Thus, for instance, in order to identify the rules that the whole
population of chess-players follow in playing their game, all we need to know is the rules followed
by one single chess-player. The same sort of non-statistical generalization has been appealed to
by philosopher Searle (1969) to spell out, by virtue of the critical observation of his own linguistic
behaviour, the rules and principles all other speakers of his language usually respect. This rule identi-
fication process that allows making justified generalizations is usually, if not always, generated by the
participant aspect of participant observation.3 In this vein, Harris (2012) has suggested that children’s
learning of language occurs by them being immersed in linguistic practices as participant observers.
Of course, children do not literally engage in participant observation or any other scientific pro-
cedure, at least because their actions are not aimed to produce any kind of theory and they do
not keep any systematic register of anything, but the image is insightful – it hints at the great
power of participant observation to yield general knowledge too.

Concluding remarks

The virtues of participant observation should not obscure the merits of other methods and tools that
can be used to capture people’s beliefs and other mental states. Take, for instance, video-based inter-
view (Alonzo and Kim 2016), learning study (Nilsson and Vikström 2015), and collaborative inquiry
(Ciampa and Gallagher 2016). Under the right circumstances, all these procedures allow subjects
to become aware of the beliefs underlying their actions, especially when the self-ignorance and
the inexpressibility conditions obtain. They may be perfectly acceptable alternatives to participant
observation, and sometimes they can be even more suitable.

In any case, the standard strategy must stop being the main methodological practice in the study
of beliefs. Even though it might work on occasion, its failure conditions obtain too frequently and its
flaws are too serious to be lightly brushed aside. There are no doubt important differences between
easy-to-take paper-pencil instruments, survey software, face-to-face interviews, or any other report-
based techniques, but they are all vulnerable to most of the problems we identified at the beginning
of this paper.

Furthermore, considering that the research in the field has for the most part rested on the stan-
dard strategy, we should revise what we ‘know’ so far about the beliefs of teachers, students, and
other participants in the educational process. Our suggestion is that we reinterpret the results
offered by most of the studies as information about people’s (explicit) discourses and not necessarily
about their actual beliefs.

What is at stake here is no less than the quality of educational research. It would be a lack of scien-
tific rigour to keep relying on a strategy that has not been adequately justified so far. Good science
may do without cheap and easy-to-apply instruments, but not without validity.

Notes

1. The notion of thick description is an important contribution to contemporary epistemology made during the
second half of the twentieth century by the British philosopher Ryle (2009a). It is a key notion that helped to over-
come some of the unjustified obstacles that logical positivism imposed to scientific inquiry. It was Geertz (1994)
who introduced it to anthropology and the social sciences.

2. For anthropologists, participating entails joining in “the current of activity in which you carry on a life alongside
and together with the persons and things that capture your attention” (Ingold 2014, 387). In this vein, Hockey and
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Martin (2012) assert that participant observation should be understood as participant engagement, which reflects
the importance of both being there and being with other people. There are, of course, different ways in which
researchers can participate in any given community (for there are different sorts of activities and different
ways of engaging in them); and surely, these different kinds of participation provide access to different
aspects of the observed phenomena. Thus, for example, some of the beliefs researchers can get knowledge of
by participating as teaching assistants at school are clearly not available to them if their role is to make the
coffee or to do some other non-pedagogical job. (We are thankful to the reviewers of this paper for making
us state this point.)

3. Of course, there is no unique set of rules (either in chess or in any natural language) and, to that extent, there are
different communities – so the knowledge acquired can be correctly generalized only to the specific community
in which one has participated. This must always be considered when interpreting the results of participant
observation.
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