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Enchantment and Disenchantment of the Educational
Positivist Research Paradigm

KONG Su, WANG Xiaoxiao
(1. Jingheng Yi College of Education, Hangzhou Normal University, Hangzhou 311121, China;
2. Faculty of Education, East China Normal University, Shanghai 200062, China)

Abstract ; The educational positivist research paradigm began with the data and evidence-based educa-
tional empirical research movement in the United States, which led to a global wave of educational empirical
research. Drawing on natural science research methods, the educational positivist research paradigm empha-
sizes the formulation of educational hypotheses, the importance of research design, and the use of quantita-
tive statistics or mathematical models to deal with educational experiences and materials in order to obtain a
scientific theory of education with explanatory and predictive functions. In terms of educational research,
the educational positivist research paradigm is abandoning the portrayal of an educational utopia’ and
taking directly observed and experimental educational phenomena as the object of study, with the investiga-
tion of educational laws as the main objective and causal inference as the main research method, aiming to
promote the establishment of a unified, universal, cause-and-effect lawbased intellectual structure. To make
pedagogy scientific requires an educational positivist research paradigm, and the educational researchers
should be wary of the enchantment of the educational positivist research paradigm and avoid a narrow
understanding of the educational research paradigm and educational empirical research. Firstly, understand
the richness of educational research paradigms. The educational positivist research paradigm is not the only
paradigm of educational research. The single application of causal inference method ignores human’ s free
will and emotional attitude, and simplifies complex educational phenomena and problems, leading to the
decline of research on educational significance and value. Educational research should select appropriate
research paradigms according to the different problems. Secondly, humanities and social science methodolo-
gy should be used to enrich the connotation of empirical research in education. The positivist research para-
digm is not the only paradigm for empirical research in education. In the era when positivism was all the
rage, empirical research was equated with quantitative research, and positivism constructed the philosophi-
cal foundation of empirical research in education, leading to a narrow understanding of empirical research in
education. In the postpositivist era, the connotation of empirical research in education should be re-exam-
ined. Empirical research in education should go beyond the horizon of the natural sciences, break the para-
digm worship of the natural sciences and pay attention to the research methods of the humanities and social
sciences. Once again, the false opposition between the two paradigms of empirical and discursive research
in education should be broken down, and the comprehensive application of multiple research paradigms in
the field of pedagogy should be emphasized, focusing on the high-quality use of multiple paradigms. Final-
ly, the pedagogues should be committed to exploring the internal structure of pedagogy, accepting the inter-
pretable and diverse characteristics of educational research results, and constructing research paradigms that
conform to their own logic.

Key words:educational research; research paradigm; empirical research; positivism; disenchantment
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