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Paradigm Wars: Which Knowledge Paradigm is Best?
In the turf wars of academic practitioners of Social Science Research, three major knowledge paradigms – methods of enquiry – vie for supremacy (Garrison & Shale, 1994), while developing paradigms sit on the periphery.  Positivist Social Science (PSS), Interpretive Social Science (ISS), and Critical Social Science (CSS) are the main protagonists, with Feminist, Postmodern and Action Research as peripheral players (Neuman, 2003, pp 68-93; Jarvis, 1999).  Feminist, Postmodern and Action Research paradigms being new to the scene are in formative stages, and less well known.  The focus of this evaluation and critique will be on the three main contenders.  Each methodology has its roots in philosophy, outlook, and different assumptions about social science research.  In Neuman’s words, “The approaches are different ways of looking at the world – ways to observe, measure, and understand social reality.  They begin from very different positions, even when all end up looking at the same thing or saying the same thing” (p. 70).  Under closer examination of philosophical foundations, comparison of strengths and weaknesses, and analysis of an authentic research, one method of enquiry stands out as a preferred paradigm – Interpretive Social Science.   The philosophy of knowledge paradigm is the starting point for examination.

The philosophical foundation of Interpretive Social Science is logically sound and additionally, makes ISS more resistant to inadvertent researcher bias.  Positivism, the belief that all social activity and behavior is a result of cause and effect outside the control of the individual, is the foundation for Positivist Social Science.  Positivism’s founding belief is un-provable. Neuman points out, “Scientists do not say they have proved a hypothesis or a casual relationship” (Neuman, 2003, p. 151).   Simple cause-effect relationships are impossible to prove, let alone systemic cause-effect laws govern all social interaction.  Positivism therefore is a belief system, a leap of faith, and practitioners of Positivist Social Science advertently or inadvertently hold to such faith.  Missing in such a belief system is the principle of free agency, the ability of individuals to exercise their power to choose between alternatives and thereby change their destiny. Critical Social Science in contrast is action-oriented research.  Its philosophical foundation is real structures exist in the material world and people need help to reveal them and change their conditions.  CSS practitioners seek to change the way things are.  This puts the intended audience central to the success of Critical Social Science research.  For the CSS practitioner, if the audience cannot be convinced then all is for naught.  This dependency on audience acceptance is a portal through which research bias can creep allowing a deviation from disciplined enquiry (Shulman, 1997).  Interpretive Social Science, on the other hand, accepts the principle of free agency, and looks for understanding and interpretations of how and why people create and maintain their social world.  Each person is free to choose and each person’s point of view is equal.  Close observation of the context, natural settings, social interactions, and personal choices and feelings reveal how the parts fit into the whole, focusing the hidden picture.  Interpretive Social Science does not depend on the intended audience to the degree Critical Social Science does.  The philosophical foundation of Interpretive Social Science is more logical, and its lack of total dependence on the intended audience makes it more resistant to inadvertent researcher bias.  The three main contenders differ in philosophy, but resolve to only two differing research designs, quantitative and qualitative with their strengths and weaknesses.

One of the key strengths of Interpretive Social Science is that it uses both quantitative and qualitative techniques.  ISS theory can be causal or non-causal, as compared to Positivist Social Science theory that is strictly causal (Neuman, 2003).  This develops a serious limitation for practitioners of Positivist Social Science whose work is then bound to quantitative measurements only.  This limitation is discussed by Saba (2000) examining the changing landscape of research in distance education and the use of new methods of inquiry. “In recent years, researchers have moved beyond experimental comparative studies and have introduced new methods, such as discourse, analysis and in-depth interview of learners” (p.7).
A needed shift is occurring from quantitative to qualitative methods in distance education research.  Quantitative methods are not sufficient to analyze the complexity of distance education with its many variables and its social, cultural, economic, and global elements.  The methodological techniques needed are broader than the PSS practitioner brings to the work.  The ISS researcher however brings to bear a rich history of qualitative methods and techniques and in addition uses quantitative methods.  The challenge remains for the ISS researcher is to be mindful of the logical error of reductionism at all times to ensure appropriate generalization of results.  
Another key strength of Interpretive Social Science is in refinement of the research question.  Garrison and Shale (1994) point out that “methodology can influence the refinement of the research question” (p.25).  In Positivist Social Science, the research question is predefined.  Being a deductive approach, PSS researchers decide the question in advance and research proceeds from there.   In Critical Social Science, the researcher or the intended audience drives the research question.  Interpretive Social Science provides the broadest research question selection and refinement.  The question may be predetermined as in Positivist Social Science and Critical Social Science, or discovered and/or refined in the iterative process of ‘study’ and re-evaluation.  Interpretive Social Science provides flexibility and strengths that neither PSS nor CSS provide.  Aside from discussing Interpretive, Positivist, and Critical Social Science, examination of authentic research strengthens Interpretive Social Science as a preferred knowledge paradigm. 

Interpretive Social Science is a knowledge paradigm that provides the broadest range of techniques for the broadest range of research.  Rogan (1995) explores the use of the internet by math and science teachers in rural schools. Through a qualitative study of five projects, he explores the broad questions: "Does access to the Internet deliver the anticipated renewal of teaching and learning? If so, under what conditions? and to what degree?”  It is obvious from his paper that he holds no political agenda, nor is he targeting a specific audience with the intent of mobilizing them to action.  Nor has he started from a well-defined question, seeking for a cause-effect relationship.  The philosophical assumptions of Critical or Positivist Social Science are absent from his paper.  Instead, the implied philosophical assumption is that one needs to dig deep into the activities of the teachers and students involved in the five projects, to understand what is going on and provide an exploration of the broad questions posed.  His research design is to collect data using questionnaires, interviews, on-line comments, focus group discussions, electronic journals, and classroom observations.  Then proceed by analysis to extract generalizations from the evidence and data.  Immersion in the data will allow him to discover prevailing views on the broad questions posed.  He discovers common threads and re-occurring themes among the data that is gathered and reports on them.  Rogan has gone deep beneath the surface to discover a richness of data that reveals the excitement and enthusiasm of learners and teachers, as well as the frustrations and barriers they face.  Rogan does not answer his questions he explores them. The analysis provides deeper understanding, confirmation of the initial aims of the projects, common achievements, and areas that need addressing in future projects undertaken.  It would be impossible to provide such exploratory, in-depth results using quantitative methods in Rogan’s undertaking.  In this authentic research, Positivist Social Science falls short, while Critical Social Science is a none-player, and Interpretive Social Science reigns as the preferred knowledge paradigm.  This is especially true in other developing fields that are facing change and uncertainty.  

The field of distance education is facing such conditions (Bates, 1997; Garrison, 2000).  Emerging technologies, convergence of conventional education and distance education, developments in Computer Mediated Communication, computer based resources, distributed learning environments, and the changing focus to learning interaction provide a natural landscape for Interpretive Social Science research.  As Garrison (2000) points out “The challenge for distance education theorists in the new century is to provide an understanding of the opportunities and limitations of facilitating teaching and learning at a distance with a variety of methods and technologies”.  As seen with Rogan (1995), Interpretive Social Science will be the premiere knowledge paradigm for research to provide the “understanding” that Garrison speaks of, especially in the face of so much change and uncertainty in distance education.  The philosophical foundation of Interpretive Social Science is logically sound and more resistant to inadvertent researcher bias.  It uses both quantitative and qualitative techniques and provides the broadest research question selection and refinement.   Additionally, it provides the broadest range of techniques for the broadest range of research.  Of the three knowledge paradigms – Positivist, Interpretive, and Critical Social Science – Interpretive Social Science is a preferred paradigm.
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