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Abstract Traditionally, philosophical inquiry into pedagogical issues has occurred far
from the classrooms in which pedagogy materialises. However, an organised form of
inquiry into issues of a normative nature (about what ought to be done pedagogically) and
of an analytic nature (about the meaning of pedagogical concepts), making use of ideas
obtained in an empirical way in classroom and classroom-related situations, is both feasible
and desirable. About desirability, this form of inquiry depends on the particularities of the
local situations, and that helps to take them into account when deciding on how to improve
pedagogical practice. That is, it contextualises pedagogical decisions. About feasibility for
normative issues, an analysis based on Donald Davidson’s philosophy of language shows
that there is nothing that compels empirical observations to be descriptive and to not be
normative. And normative occasional beliefs acquired empirically can serve as a general
confrontation or testing field for ideas about the justification of pedagogical actions or
strategies. About feasibility for analytic issues, as a consequence of giving up the analytic—
synthetic distinction it is argued that they can also be explored by means of occasional
beliefs acquired empirically, when confronted with the implications of the definition of any
pedagogical concept.

Keywords Empirical observation - Normative issues - Analytic issues -
Educational research - Holism

Introduction: What do We Need to Know, in Order to Improve Pedagogical Practice?

When it comes to the improvement of pedagogical practice, people from a number of
different disciplines contribute in their own different and sometimes contradictory ways.
Scientific educational researchers and philosophers of education are two such different
groups, traditionally contributing along different pedagogical dimensions. These different
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contributions are also related to different forms of inquiry. This way, a large part of
research in pedagogy has been concerned with describing what goes on in classroom
situations, and with understanding how they could be changed in some previously defined,
desired direction. Such research can usually be seen as trying to answer questions of the
form ‘what works?’ To this end, empirical classroom observations—observations made in
the classroom obtained in more or less formal or systematic ways, in either natural or
experimental settings—have been used as a central mechanism by researchers of all ten-
dencies, both to describe classroom realities, and to understand how they could be
improved.' Most usually, given the practical purposes surrounding the field of pedagogy,
this understanding will help teachers better manoeuvre their way through classroom sit-
uations, either strongly predicting or simply getting some mild sense of anticipation of the
possible results of implementing some pedagogical strategy in some particular educational
context.

Taken in this predictive sense, ‘what works?’ questions are causal questions. A pro-
posed canonic form of the propositions that help answer them is ‘if (pedagogical action or
strategy) X is applied, in (context) Z, then it is likely that (result) ¥ will be produced.” As
noted, X usually refers to a pedagogical action or strategy. Y is the description of an
expected result in terms of one or more variables. Z limits the possible contexts in which
the causal relation between X and Y applies, understanding ‘context’ in a broad sense that
includes the actors’ characteristics. “What works?’ questions, I have no doubt, must be
pursued, even if the answers we produce are only locally strong, but weak for generali-
sations. If we—teachers, educational administrators, legislators, or whoever—can better
anticipate the likely consequences of implementing some pedagogical strategies, in a given
context, we would be able to take more informed decisions as to whether we should
actually implement them and how.

Nevertheless, let us notice that the justification for stepping into action and going on to
implement X in context Z depends on at least two additional conditions: (1) That what is
correct, what ought to be done, is to attempt to obtain Y; and (2) that X, Y and Z are all
three rightly understood. That is, the path that leads from some pedagogical causal
understanding to pedagogical practice, goes through these two assumptions: that what X, Y
and Z consist in, and the desirability of Y, are already known. Let me call the dimension
involved in the first of these assumptions, analytic, and the dimension involved in the
second one, ethical or normative. Now, although technocrats and many politicians may
take these two assumptions for granted and think they are not really an issue, it is common
to think that inquiry into them is the job of philosophers of education. But activities of
philosophers of education may be very different from those of scientific educational
researchers. Scientists, trying to obtain explanations about what works and what does not
work in the attempt to produce some specific results, will visit the classrooms and observe
by various means what is happening there. Philosophers will very probably sit on their
office armchairs to read, write, and discuss with others about the meaning and worth of
possible pedagogical strategies, outcomes, and contexts. But why is there such a difference
in forms of inquiry? Is it a purely practical issue? That is, is it that solid conclusions are
arrived at more easily through some inquiry processes than others, depending on the type

! In the literature, the expression ‘what works?’ has sometimes been associated with experimental or quasi-
experimental types of research (Slavin 2002; Olson 2004). Nevertheless, I think that this expression also
describes appropriately what is important for other alternative research approaches whose methods do not
resemble those of the natural sciences, and in which teachers’” and administrators’ learning about what works
may be a main result sought after—even if that learning is not or cannot be translated into formal theories.
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of question? Or is there an essential epistemological difference between causal and
descriptive issues on the one hand, and normative or analytic issues on the other? And is
this separation in forms of inquiry justified? Can empirical observation be brought to help
tackle normative and analytic issues? The relation between educational research, science,
philosophy, and empirical observations, has been hotly discussed as part of the debates
about methods and approaches for research that could help improve pedagogical practice
(see Kaestle 1993; Hargreaves 1997; Thomas 1997; Slavin 2002; Maxwell 2004; Olson
2004; Phillips 2005).

In this paper, however, I will attempt a different strategy, and focus on a somewhat
different issue as compared to the discussions in the literature. By examining the notion
of empirical observation, 1 will attempt to show that pedagogical inquiry in close contact
with classroom situations is feasible as well as desirable for addressing questions of a
normative or analytic nature, as well as for the more traditional causal ones. My account
of what ‘inquiry in close contact with classroom situations’ means is, however, somehow
radical: it suggests that we can have empirical observations of a normative kind as well
as of a descriptive kind. It also suggests that all those empirical observations can be
inputs for addressing both normative and analytic questions. In order to develop my
argument, in section “‘Let’s look and see’: On the idea of empirical observation” I will
first provide an account of what an empirical observation is. For this explanation I will
strongly follow Donald Davidson’s philosophy of language, and in particular his argu-
ments about the relation between world and language. In section “‘And God saw that it
was good’: On empirical research about the normative” I will go on to argue that
normative occasional beliefs acquired empirically can also be of help when addressing
normative questions, even if they should not be taken to constitute ultimate testing
criteria. They help take into account the particularities of the local pedagogical situation
when assessing what ought to be done in that situation. In section “‘I see what you
mean’: On empirical research about the analytic” I deal with analytic questions. There, I
explain how issues about the meanings of expressions involved in pedagogical proposals
can be assessed and explored, by means of empirical observations. Finally, in section
“Concluding remarks” I present some final reflections about the significance of these
conclusions.

‘Let’s Look and See’: On the Idea of Empirical Observation

As mentioned above, empirical observations have been of central importance for the
purposes of getting to know better what our pedagogical situations are like, and what we
could do in order to obtain some desired results in them. Their importance lies somehow in
their strength for putting to the test other hypothetical beliefs that we may have, in many
cases of a causal nature. ‘Now there’ll be more active students raising their hands and
willing to participate in our classrooms’, some head teacher may say. ‘I don’t think so’,
replies the sceptic parent. ‘Let’s look and see.” Then they can set up some observation
process to be carried out, and so head teacher and sceptic parent may be able to settle their
dispute. Of course, we may and usually have uncertainty about many aspects of the
situation, such as those about what exactly causes the students’ behaviour. But we fre-
quently use accordance with empirical observations as the testing criterion for simple
descriptive assertions—though not always, as Quine’s (1969) theses have shown. In this
section, based mainly on Quine’s and Davidson’s philosophies of language, I will provide
now an account of what it is to make empirical observations of a descriptive nature, such as
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those that educational researchers obtain in order to improve their understanding of causal
and general descriptive pedagogical issues.”

I start with Quine’s well-known rejection of the analytic—synthetic distinction. Adapting
the Kantian idea, it has been said that there is a type of sentences—analytic sentences—
which would be true solely by virtue of the meaning of the words that constitute them,
independently of ‘the way the world is’. A candidate for an analytic sentence would be ‘all
triangles have three sides’. Supposedly, it is part of the meaning of ‘triangle’, to have three
sides. On the contrary, the truth value of synthetic sentences would not only depend on the
meanings involved in them, but also on the way the world is. A candidate for a synthetic
sentence would be ‘currently, Haiti is the poorest of all Latin-American countries’.
Whether this sentence is true or not would depend on whether in the world, there is a
country called Haiti, and it is one of the Latin-American countries, and among them it
actually is the poorest one. The analytic—synthetic distinction would justify in a very
natural way the separation between on the one hand the activities of educational scientists,
doing fieldwork and observing the way the pedagogical world is; and on the other hand the
activities of philosophers of education, reflecting in their offices about the meanings of
pedagogical concepts. Logical analysis would be the tool used by the latter, and philosophy
would be analytic philosophy. If this is true and philosophers deal with issues that do not
depend on the way the world is, then there is no need for them to ‘look and see’ what
happens in the classrooms. For Quine, nevertheless, a proper distinction cannot be drawn
between analytic and synthetic sentences. All sentences have a connection with the
world—an empirical content—and therefore empirical observation could in principle have
a logical impact on any of the sentences we presently hold true (Quine 1953). This would
even apply to our belief that all triangles have three sides! However, for him the con-
nections between the world and our beliefs are never logically compelling, and there would
always be various possible ways of adjusting our belief system in order to accommodate
for an unexpected (empirical) observation. In terms of pedagogical research, this would
mean that there is no essential philosophical justification for the fact that philosophers have
hardly anything to do with research in the classrooms, using empirical observations. In
Quine’s words, the attack on the analytic—synthetic distinction brings about ‘a blurring of
the supposed boundary between speculative metaphysics and natural science’ (1953, p. 20;
see also Bridges 2003, p. 28).

Even though Davidson’s ideas are derived from Quine’s, they are much more radical in
giving a more holistic view of meaning, knowledge and interpretation. Let us notice that by
arguing that all sentences have an empirical content, Quine presupposed the existence of a
logical relation between on the one hand the world outside us, or perhaps our surface
sensory irritations, and our beliefs on the other. There is still for him an extralinguistic
judge of our ideas’ truth value, even if it has to judge them collectively instead of one by
one. Davidson’s revision of Quine, however, will show that the relation between extra-
linguistic objects or events, and our ideas, cannot be logical, and instead must be causal. As
Davidson remarks, ‘nothing, however, no thing, makes sentences and theories true: not
experience, not surface irritations, not the world, can make a sentence true’ (1974, p. 194;
see also 1990). That is, our contact with the world, and the sensations produced in that
contact, cause that we acquire certain beliefs, that we hold certain propositions as true, but
it cannot confirm or refute any of them: ‘No doubt meaning and knowledge depend on
experience, and experience ultimately on sensation. But this is the ‘depend’ of causality,

2 Twill not, however, deal with the difficult issue of how causal conclusions can be derived from empirical
observations. That is beyond the scope of this paper.
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not of evidence or justification’ (Davidson 1988, pp. 313-314). Sellars had reached the
similar conclusion some years before, and further arguing that all that there is about the
logical justification for any one of our beliefs must be located in what he called the logical
space of reasons (Sellars 1956; see also Rorty 1979).

Why is it, then, that accordance with empirical observations is so frequently taken as the
criteria against which some other of our ideas are tested, not only in research but also in
everyday life? Simply, we have learned that beliefs we acquire by means of empirical
observation are usually very reliable, a characteristic that follows from their extraordinary
general agreement with the vast majority of other beliefs we hold, and particularly of those
we hold with a lot of certainty. Or, better, we have learned to distinguish, out of those
beliefs we might acquire caused by a direct contact with the world, those which are reliable
from those which are not. And we have tended to reserve for the most reliable ones, the
expression ‘empirical observation’. Typically, the expression applies to those propositions
that are descriptive, and refer to middle-sized objects which are in direct contact with our
senses under normal conditions. Other beliefs we might acquire empirically are usually
judged to not be so trustworthy, and therefore in our moments of reasonability we tend to
either dismiss them or take them as uncertain—to various degrees—intuitions. Within this
framework, to ‘look and see’ must be understood as putting oneself in a situation with
reliable observational conditions, with direct contact between our senses and the objects
our beliefs will be about, and with the appropriate disposition to acquire some beliefs
about the particular events taking place then and there—that we may call, with Quine,
occasional. Interestingly, while some observer may be able to acquire some reliable beliefs
by looking and seeing that something is the case in a particular situation, another may be
incapable of so doing. In this sense we could say that there is a built capacity for obser-
vation, which depends at least on previous training and knowledge. Additionally, when
looking and seeing one has to make oneself be in a disposition to acquire particular beliefs;
one has, so to speak, to turn one’s ears and eyes in the direction of the objects that one’s
observations will be about.

Such empirical observations then also become of help, even if not the only source, for
constructing or testing® other general descriptive or causal ideas. Even though a great deal
has been discussed about how empirical observations can fulfil this role—giving rise to
various different research methods and approaches—in general one looks for observations
that in some unexplained sense could count as evidence for supporting either those other
ideas themselves, or their negation. Of course, which observations could do the job, and
how, may in many cases be difficult to determine. But nevertheless, in the domain of
pedagogy, causal ideas such as those about the likely results of implementing some ped-
agogical strategy in some particular context, will be constructed and tested with the help of
empirical observations obtained in classroom or classroom-related situations.

And God Saw That it was Good’: On Empirical Research About the Normative
9 And God said, ‘Let the water under the sky be gathered to one place, and let dry

ground appear.” And it was so. 10 God called the dry ground ‘land,” and the gathered
waters he called ‘seas.” And God saw that it was good. (The Bible, Genesis 1: 9-10)

3 The idea of ‘testing’ should be taken here in a broad sense, and not necessarily as a process leading to a
full confirmation (proof) or refutation of some hypothesis.
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Can one actually see that some situation or event is good, in the same sense that we say that
something is the case? (Or is it some heavenly power not available to mortals?) Let us
notice that the discussion in the previous section provided an account of empirical
observations in which no distinction was actually made between descriptive and normative
beliefs. That is, the account in principle never required beliefs acquired empirically to be
descriptive and not normative; although I did say that, typically, empirical observations are
descriptive due to issues of reliability. In an empirical observation, I argued following
Davidson and Sellars, the world causes some sensory irritations in us, which in turn cause
us to acquire some beliefs. And, given that this view of the relation between language and
the world does not support any epistemological distinction between the descriptive and the
normative (Davidson 1994), that causal chain can result in normative beliefs. In such cases,
we would have what we could strictly call a normative empirical observation. This con-
clusion may seem surprising, but it is only if we are still tied to some epistemological view
that reifies facts as what our true sentences correspond to, that we will still be looking for
essential differences in the way the world relates to our various sorts of propositions, in
order to distinguish descriptive from normative ones. The radical Davidsonian view, on the
contrary, does not impose any such differences, and neither does it introduce any other
objective—subjective distinction between kinds of sentences (see Davidson 1988 and 1994).
From this perspective, the only necessary and sufficient requirement for a sentence ‘s’ to be
true, is that s (appropriately modified to account for indexical features of time, place, or
speaker, when necessary, and if expressed in the same language). For example, the
descriptive sentence ‘more than half of the students in my 8th grade biology class par-
ticipated with their opinions today’, as pronounced by a teacher on a certain date, is true if
and only if more than half of the students in her 8th grade biology class participated with
their opinions on that date. Similarly, the normative sentence ‘it is always the right thing to
do, to promote the development of a critical consciousness in our students’ is true if and
only if it is always the right thing to do, to promote the development of a critical con-
sciousness in our students. But there is not and there cannot be any other explanation of
what the truth of any sentence might consist in.

But, just like in the case of descriptive empirical observations, the mere existence of
causal chains resulting in normative beliefs—that is, the fact that normative beliefs may be
triggered in us by direct contact with the world—still does not provide a justification for
those beliefs. If normative beliefs acquired empirically are to be of any use, the real issue
will lie in whether they have any reliability, in whether they bring something new to the
reflection, and in whether they can somehow serve the purpose of being a testing ground
for other beliefs. In the case of descriptive empirical observations, as we saw, typically our
declaration of reliability is only granted to a subset of beliefs, one of whose defining
characteristics is that of being occasional. Let me without much argumentation postulate
that normative occasional beliefs probably stand better chances of faring higher in reli-
ability than normative non-occasional beliefs, when acquired empirically. For instance, the
belief that some specific classroom situation that happened today was very good, would
probably be more reliable than the belief that all classroom situations in which children
learn something are good, when acquired non-inferentially by being triggered by today’s
classroom experience. Of course, in this respect they are still very far from descriptive
empirical observations, and so their ability to serve as pure testing criteria. Nevertheless, as
I will show below, they can still play a role in our improvement of our normative
understanding of pedagogical practice.

Recalling the discussion in the introduction to this paper, the decision to implement
some pedagogical action or strategy X, in context Z, in order to produce results Y, is based
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at least on causal, normative, and analytic assumptions. These normative assumptions,
collectively, constitute the justification for implementing or rejecting any pedagogical
action or strategy. As an illustration, suppose that some programme is proposed in some
school to attempt to develop a critical consciousness in students about the world they live
in and their involvement in it. The programme will have presupposed, at least, that the
development of such critical consciousness is in general desirable. However, during the
process of implementation some teacher may have noticed certain concrete situations with
her students, in which without giving it much thought she intuits that other educational
goals or values should be put first. Provocatively paraphrasing this, we could say that she
has empirically observed that in those concrete situations the programme recommendations
ought to be ignored, in order to give priority to other possible educational goals or values.
These are normative occasional beliefs acquired empirically; but this way of naming them
does not mean that they are entirely reliable and should be taken as true—which is what we
normally do with descriptive empirical observations. However, they do have an advantage:
if rigorously obtained, they will have been influenced by the particular characteristics of
the local situation, therefore taking into account other issues of normative import that could
not have possibly been included in the considerations that led to the design or adoption of
the original programme for the development of a critical consciousness. Of course those
normative empirical observations, even if acquired non-inferentially at the moment of
observation, depend on the observer’s previously held ideas, as well as on the local
situation they are about. (That also happens with descriptive empirical observations.) But
then it is precisely those other ideas that normative empirical observations are based and
depend on for their justification, that, as I will show in what follows, will allow for
reflection and confrontation to take place.

The fact that they are not fully reliable prevents normative empirical observations from
becoming an ultimate test for the truth of other beliefs and hypotheses. These observations,
even though empirical, still have to be reflected on and confronted with other beliefs, and
the result may well be in some cases that they have to be abandoned or modified. In the
example used above, the observations made by the teacher about the comparative worth of
critical consciousness and other educational goals, for the particular situations she has
encountered in her classroom will have to be confronted with the normative assumption
about the general desirability of the development of a critical consciousness. In that
confrontation, the justifications for the programme’s normative assumptions will have to be
brought up, as well as her other ideas—that support her empirical observations—about
what is worth seeking in educational contexts and about the nature of the local context. As
a result, she will have to attempt to save coherence in the whole of her beliefs by either
rejecting or modifying one of the two, or creatively finding a new way for coherently
accommodating both. The levels of certainty can also vary to a great extent. The precise
results will depend on the situation as well as on the systematicity and rigour employed by
the teacher, and any conclusions will still be open to discussion. Now, it is doubtful that as
a result of the inquiring process, general normative principles will be found. This is so
because in any pedagogical situation a number of principles and values will be relevant,
and may enter in conflict with each other. Moral dilemmas are the rule and not the
exception. Given this, a critical normative assessment of every new situation encountered
will be unavoidable, and no normative general theories will help one get rid of the
responsibility of having to ethically choose a path for action every time. The kind of
inquiring process I have suggested here can be of help for that purpose, by enriching the
teacher’s normative understanding of her classroom situations, of the programme for
developing critical consciousness, and of her own previous ideas. And with that,
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presumably her educational practice will also be improved. There is clearly much more
uncertainty in the process than what many would have liked to get from research. Nev-
ertheless the possibility of improving educational practice along the normative dimension
is something that has been left out of scientific and technocratic endeavours. The challenge
would still remain for finding ways—manifested in protocols, conversational spaces, and
so on—in which this inquiry process can take place in an organised, systematic, and
rigorous way.

A second though less radical path for using empirical observations in order to improve
our normative understanding of pedagogical strategies and actions is also open. It is based
on the idea that the justification of normative propositions also depends on descriptive
propositions. For instance, the goodness of the implementation of some pedagogical
strategy in a particular context depends on the kinds of impacts it produces on that context.
Therefore, observations about what happens during and after the strategy implementation
should be considered when deciding what to do next. In fact, when addressing normative
issues there may not be much of a difference between the processes guided by the two
different kinds of empirical observations, normative or descriptive. In both cases, ideas
about what is good or bad in the local pedagogical situation and about what is actually
happening in the classroom, will be involved in the reflection that takes place in the logical
space of reasons. And in both cases, what particularly characterises the local situation will
have better chances of being taken account of.

‘I See What You Mean’: On Empirical Research About the Analytic

Quine’s argument against the analytic—synthetic distinction shows that there is no prin-
cipled difference between sentences that merely specify the meaning of some word or
expression, and sentences that do say something about the world. As a result, as already
argued, the distinction between the philosophers’ and the scientists’ inquiring activities
cannot come from a difference of essence between kinds of truths, or between kinds of
sentences. In the terminology I am using here, answers to analytic questions can also be
influenced by empirical observations (understood as explained in section “Let’s look and
see’: On the idea of empirical observation”). Now, how will that happen in the case of
pedagogical research? The holism of meaning and truth defended by Davidson suggests
that interpreting the meaning of any one sentence involves producing another with the
same truth conditions, in one’s language. Belonging to one’s language simply refers to the
fact that it is a sentence that one knows how to use (Davidson 1967, 1973). In turn,
knowing how to use some sentence S implies identifying some of S’s logical implications
in connection with new sentences and ideas. If one rejects the analytic—synthetic distinc-
tion, then the connections that one needs to make if one can be said to understand S, cannot
be specified in advance.* In the introduction I argued that the justification for any peda-
gogical action or strategy depended on a set of assumptions, one of which was analytic: the
assumption that the meaning of the formulated pedagogical action or strategy (X), possible
outcomes of its implementation (Y), and context it is implemented in (Z), are well known
or understood. With the example I have been using in this paper, a programme for the
development of a critical consciousness will work with some implicit or explicit definition,

4 If the analytic—synthetic distinction could be drawn, then it might be possible to find a (limited) number of
analytic sentences that define the meaning of any one sentence or word. To understand any sentence or a
word would be to understand the set of sentences that define its meaning.
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explanation, or specification of what it attempts to develop. Understanding this definition
implies, among other things, the identification of some of its implications and conse-
quences in concrete classroom situations—that is, to make connections with other related
classroom topics or aspects. Because of that, if the teacher has understood the programme’s
definition of critical consciousness, then she must be able to identify some students’ actions
as manifestations of critical consciousness or of its opposite; she must be able to formulate
reasonable hypothesis about which of her actions and strategies might be fostering or
hindering it; and she must be able to identify other educational values or goals that in some
situations may support or be in conflict with that of promoting a critical consciousness.
Understanding the programme’s definition of critical consciousness does not demand of
her to make any specific particular connection with any one particular topic or issue. It is
only necessary that she can make many reasonable connections. Some of these connections
will be very basic and almost trivial; and then we can say that the richer the set of
connections she establishes, the deeper the understanding she has achieved of the position
on critical consciousness in question. Of course, the connections she will establish will
depend on her previous knowledge.

The teacher can use those connections to test both her understanding of the pro-
gramme’s notion in use of critical consciousness, as well as the rightness of that notion. For
instance, she may non-inferentially identify some classroom events as manifestations of
her students’ critical consciousness, but realise that they do not fit in the programme’s
definition. Or, more strongly, she may notice that in some situations that definition does not
seem to make sense, for example because it makes some wrong—according to her—
assumptions about the students and their context. In the light of this mismatch, she would
have to make adjustments somewhere: she may either reject or modify one of the two, or
creatively find a new way for coherently accommodating both. These reflections will have
been triggered by empirical observations in the classroom, and the close contact with the
local situation will put this teacher in a better position to take into account the situation’s
particularities and their relevance to answer analytic questions.’ In this case, again, the
heart of the matter might lie in whether we can find ways in which this inquiry process can
take place in an organised, systematic, and rigorous way.

The example above is one in which descriptive empirical observations are used to
explore analytic issues. Nevertheless, our normative judgements also have logical con-
nections with our ideas about what linguistic expressions mean. For instance, it is rather
obvious that our estimation of the goodness of some pedagogical proposal will depend on
our interpretation of its meaning. But at the same time, and as a consequence of the charity
principle,® our interpretation of its meaning will depend on our assessment of what is good
or bad about it (see Davidson 1994). As a conclusion, normative judgements—including
normative empirical observations—can also be used for addressing analytic questions.

5 Given the above discussion about Quine’s rejection of the analytic—synthetic distinction, the expression
‘analytic questions’ may be unfortunate. Nevertheless, I use it here for convenience, but without trying to
establish any clearcut distinction with other questions. The borders are fuzzy. Analytic questions would be
those that, in Rorty’s terminology, would tend to be answered more by looking them up in a dictionary
rather than in an encyclopaedia (Rorty 1991). Quine warns us against taking too seriously this distinction
between dictionaries and encyclopaedias.

® Interpretation requires that the charity principle be observed. According to it, any interpreter has to grant
truth to a great many of any speaker’s beliefs, if she will be able to interpret any sentence that the speaker
asserts, true or false. ‘Disagreement and agreement alike are intelligible only against a background of
massive agreement’ (Davidson 1973, p. 137). This is not a practical suggestion to make interpretation easier;
it is rather an essential principle for meaning and language to make sense at all (Ramberg 1989).
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Concluding Remarks

Based on my explanation of ‘empirical observation’ in section “‘Let’s look and see’: On
the idea of empirical observation”, in sections “‘And God saw that it was good’: On
empirical research about the normative” and “‘I see what you mean’: On empirical
research about the analytic” I attempted to show that inquiry into pedagogical issues of a
normative or an analytic nature, carried out in close contact with classroom situations
through empirical observations, is both feasible and desirable. That kind of inquiry can
fruitfully complement the more traditional research which only centres around causal or
descriptive questions. But, as argued in the introduction, all of them are needed for the
justification of the implementation of any pedagogical action or strategy in a context.

But can that sort of empirical inquiry into normative and analytic issues be appropriately
called research? That is, of course, a very contentious issue, for which I am not willing to
advance a position at the moment. But I do want to assert that the sort of inquiry described
here can be a vehicle for improving educational practice, especially if those directly
involved in the observation process are the ones who have to take decisions about what to
do, and act, in the situation—such as the teacher in the example. This is just a conclusion
derived from the fact that I have taken pedagogy to require answers to causal, normative,
and analytic questions, and that inquiry that takes into account the particularities of local
pedagogical situations is needed to construct those answers. The persons carrying out this
form of inquiry act in ways that in some sense resemble those of a scientist: they put
themselves in appropriate positions and dispositions to collect observations which are
presumably relevant to pedagogical practice, then organise them, and confront them with
other ideas that they themselves or others have. What is special about this process is that the
questions and observations that it involves are not only of a descriptive or causal nature, but
also normative and analytic. But, importantly, this form of inquiry is also philosophical,
critically contrasting sets of ideas and exploring ethical issues related to pedagogical
practice. Empirical science and philosophy are brought together in this endeavour. Fur-
thermore, this inquiry can be seen as an instance of the hermeneutic circle: going back and
forth between more general ideas and more local or situated ones; between the abstract and
the concrete. What I have tried to show is that it can occur for three types of research
questions relevant to pedagogical practice: causal, analytic, and normative. And the quality
of the inquiry will partly depend on traditional scientific and philosophical values such as
rigour, honesty, depth of reflection, discipline, and organisation.

I see these conclusions as having a special relevance to proposals that see teachers as
active creators of their own pedagogical praxis on different levels and along different
dimensions, rather than as appliers of educational strategies designed somewhere else. In
those proposals, teachers may still encounter pedagogical strategies, but will take them
only as a reference for possible action. Given that they will not entirely rely on those
strategies, they will have to guide their own action by the continuous reflection on causal,
normative and analytic questions. And in so doing, they can take advantage of their
privileged position to collect classroom observations, of all kinds, in order to take into
account the particularities of their local situations in their reflection.
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