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In a recent pair of papers
, Roland Schultz advances the view that education in general (and science education in particular) is without its own overarching educational theory yet, as a discipline in its own right, should have one. He suggests that some work by Kieran Egan might act as the basis of such a theory (which he calls 'a meta-theory').

These papers are a stimulant to my own observations in what follows. I will pass no particular comment upon Egan's work and will focus more upon the claim that there is a gap which should be filled by an intra-disciplinary overarching theory (henceforth just 'theory'). The focus of my remarks will be upon education generally but, a fortiori, they transfer across to the fragment that is science education.

Part of Schultz's concern is that, in so far as there are high-level theories that are taken to apply to the business of education, or, as I will mostly call it, schooling
, those theories tend to be a hodgepodge of disparate bits and pieces drawn from various disciplines like psychology which are simply applied across to education. As I understand him, Schultz favours something of a more integrated theoretical sort that is specific to schooling. I suggest that education is not a discipline as such and that such a hodgepodge of bits and pieces from mainstream disciplines applied to education as a field of application of those theories is the correct situation and no cause for concern whatsoever. Shultz gives inadequate grounds for the dismissal of this view.

Education as a discipline?
What might mark something out as a discipline? There is no absolutely clear-cut answer and, in particular, where a sub-discipline ends and a higher level discipline-proper comes into play is blurred. Rather a lot depends upon the level of generality of description that one chooses to seize upon in setting one's defining characteristics for the discipline. Despite this, enough can be said to cast serious doubt on any suggestion that education is a discipline as such as opposed to a field of application of other disciplines.

One of the things that seem important focuses upon the sorts of questions that the intellectual activity sets out to answer. Another is the methods of inquiry that are deployed.

So, for instance, one might group together a set of intellectual activities as all being ones in which answers of a warrantable sort are being sought to questions as to what is true of the world. Moreover, it might be held that a particular method of inquiry has to have been utilised (in order to provide what is considered an appropriate warrant) like, say, empirical investigation (broadly construed and including observation as enhanced by instrumentation and perhaps as "forced" via experimentation). There are all sorts of problems
 with this very rough and ready sketch but it is sufficient for my present purposes.  
Choosing this rather general level of description, we might deem science to be a discipline.  Or, we might choose a finer-grained level of description and call physics, geology, and so forth, 'disciplines' instead of 'sub-disciplines'.  

As another example, we might instead characterise the questions as ones to do with conceptual distinctions and relationships with the techniques employed being conceptual analysis (including some suggested conceptual refinements if elements of the extant conceptual scheme are problematic in some way) and reason. 

 Seizing on this level of description, we would seem to have philosophy
  picked out as a discipline. Or, again, we might choose a finer-grained level of description and call epistemology, ethics and so forth, 'disciplines' instead of 'sub-disciplines'.
A couple of things are interesting here. 

One is that we seem to have seized upon a fairly fine-grained level for the former group and talk more of the disciplines of physics, geology and so on and not so much of the discipline of science and yet, in the latter example we talk of the discipline of philosophy and of ethics, epistemology and so on as sub-disciplines.  As observed earlier, nothing much hangs on this and the setting of lines between calling things 'disciplines' or 'sub-disciplines' seems to be more an accident of history than anything else.  More importantly though, we can see that the first family seems distinct from the second
.  Ethics seems distinct from geology in a more fundamental way than it is distinct from epistemology.
Further, I acknowledge that some blurring around the boundaries distinguishing disciplines/sub-disciplines from one another occurs and thus we get intersection enquiries that seem to have elements of both: bio-chemistry seems to be a case in point.

We also have cases of an activity or process that has various questions that can be asked about it and those questions seem to sit within various particular disciplines
  as business for them. So, to pick a trivial case, people walk. One can ask all sorts of questions about the activity of walking.  Some of those questions will be ones for medical science (the health changes brought about by walking and so on). Others will be ones for economists (e.g. the changes to a country's economic activity were there to be widespread walking to replace widespread use of vehicles). Others will be legal questions (e.g. legal restrictions upon where one is permitted to walk). And, importantly from my purposes, yet others again will be questions within normative ethics, moral questions, (e.g. should one be able to walk wherever one likes regardless of what others wish one to do?).  

 I suggest that any proposal that "walking studies" constitutes its own discipline that cries out for a metatheory because all it theoretically has at the moment is a hodgepodge of contributions from various disciplines is risible. As will be predicted, I take schooling to be more similar to "walking studies" than to science, geology, philosophy, ethics and so on. The issue is not one of disciplines and sub-disciplines or even of blurred boundaries (such as biochemistry); it is one of cognateness of questions and cognateness of the methods of inquiry used in pursuing answers to those questions. 

Shultz gives a breakup of types of question to do with schooling and I will use a different taxonomy employing the following broad questions:

1) what are the currently promulgated aims of schooling, the ends that schooling is, by someone's decree, trying to achieve?

2) what should the aims/ends of schooling be ?  
3) given some end/aim, what are the means available for achieving that end  (including their relative effectiveness, the timing of the introduction, their tailoring to individual circumstances and individuals and so forth )?
4) what legal imperatives/restraints are there upon how schools are to choose means for the achievement of some end? 
5) what moral imperatives/restraints should there be upon schools' choice of means for the achievement of some end ? 

 6) who does have the power (not necessarily just the legal power) to set the aims/ends   of schooling? 

 7) who should have the power  set the aims/ends of schooling ? 

 8) who does have the power to choose imperatives/restraints governing schools' choice of means for the achievement of some end? 

 9) who should have the power to choose imperatives/restraints governing schools' choice of means for the achievement of some end?

Generally speaking, one might expect the theoretical framework applying to schooling to offer answers to these questions. Looking at them, however, some of the questions seem to be of quite distinct category to others and the ways that one went about answering some of them would not employ anything like the same methodology as those for others. 

So, 1) and 4) are fairly easily settled empirical questions and are mentioned just to distinguish them from their moral counterparts 2) and 5). I will speak no more of them.

Question 3) is a bit more awkward but one would expect psychology (including social and developmental psychology) to have something to offer. Why on earth would one deny its relevance here? Of course, some of the situations to which one will be trying to apply psychological understanding will be complex and the details of that complexity might be peculiar to schooling (indeed, to particular situations within schooling). But that is the stuff of sub-disciplines, fields of application and so on, not of disciplinary status.

So, pro tem, let's have psychology pencilled in here as a theoretical source of advice for some schooling matters.

Questions 6) and 8) are a bit more complex in that they flag the possibility that the de jure sources of apparent power might not be the de facto ones. Again, these might be stories the details of which are peculiar to schooling but why not think that this just makes these stories particular applications of other disciplines - like political theory, sociology and, again, psychology? After all, although the detail might vary, it is hardly as if such questions about power only arise in schools and it is implausible to assume that no similarities will obtain across various types of organisation and their theoretical treatment. Note that, with these, we seem to have a multi-faceted problem that might demand multi-disciplinary theoretical resources - but so what? This is hardly an unfamiliar professional scenario. So, let's, again pro tem, add such disciplines to the pool of theoretical resources available for addressing some problems in schooling.

Finally, 2), 5), 7) and 9) are normative ethical questions. I am on very familiar ground here and the issues involved are ones within applied ethics and lead to consideration of much the same sorts of deeper values and tensions, and employ much the same sorts of analytical and argumentative tools, as counterpart issues arising in non-schooling situations. For instance, some such issues concern individual freedom, legitimate control of individuals by groups and so on
.

So, pro tem, let's add normative ethics
 to our theoretical resource pool.

As noted, my understanding of Schultz is that he wants such a range of puzzles and questions to be able to be addressed by reference to a theory of schooling that is its own disciplinary beast and not just the above sort of concatenation of bits from established disciplines that serve a wider range of interests beyond just schooling matters. He says concerning this: '… formulate a coherent account of explanations of and prescriptions for a given range of phenomena …'
.
Why that sort of intellectual resource? - I don't think that Schultz gives a satisfactory answer.

Why a coherent theory of schooling?
In one thread of discussion, a sort of intellectual xenophobia seems present in which Schultz rails against psychology in particular as an unwelcome source of external domination of schooling (and thought about schooling). But although one would not want psychology to step outside of its domain of expertise and try to answer, say, 5) as well as 3), what is wrong with saying to some other, more relevant, disciplinary experts, like, say, applied ethicists, 'here's a moral problem, advise us of the issues and our options please'? It is for sub-disciplinary experts or those who specialise in a certain field of application of a discipline to provide advice. If that is domination, then what's wrong with it? It might be that those doing the applying do it without taking adequate account of the particularties of the situation but that is a complaint against them and not against their discipline. And it may well be that the state of thinking in the discipline is such that it can't help as much as educators would like but that is more a case for a research agenda in the discipline than for a new discipline.

A second thread of justification in Schultz is bizarre. It amounts to saying that, as there is no theory of schooling, one should exist.

But some gaps should not be filled - especially if the tasks one wants such a theory to perform are already being covered as a "job lot" of special cases of application of other disciplines. Walking does not have its own "theory of walking" discipline either but that is not, of itself, to give any reason for thinking that it should.

I take Schultz to be remiss here but perhaps a good case can be made out for a distinct discipline of schooling even if he doesn't supply it.

The task looks unpromising though. What could be common across my nine questions (or Schultz's fewer ones) that would oblige us to conclude that we have anything more than a common focus of application (schooling) for the application of other somewhat distinct disciplines when they are relevant? Generally speaking, answers to some of my questions are independent of answers to others and we can agree on the answer to, say, 3) but not 5). 
Finally, I wish to speak about philosophy of education and one key question, my 2): 'what should the aim/ends of schooling be?'.

It may be that there is no agreement to be had and that most candidate aims and also their warrants happen to be intellectually sourced from outside education. But even if this were to be so, so what? Why would this be problematic and why would one want to give one particular answer - educators - to my question 7) about the morally legitimate locus of decision-making power here?
 Question 7) is classically one within ethics and political philosophy as applied to the particular case of schooling, and, as earlier noted, the major emerging issues are not ones peculiar to schooling.

As for any particular candidate answer to question 2), it should be noted that, when warranting any such aims candidate, one very swiftly ceases to be mentioning schooling at all as one teases out more general principles bearing upon the issue at hand. To illustrate: say that the candidate aim is to have as many school leavers as possible employable.

How might this be warranted? Roughly and briefly put for ease of exposition, one go at this might be the following little two-link argument chain.
MP2 social unrest should be as low as possible

DP2 having as many school leavers as possible being employable is a necessary condition for having social unrest as low as possible

So,

MP1 as many school leavers as possible should be employable 

and,

DP1 having schools aim to have as many school leavers as possible being employable is a necessary condition for having as many school leavers as possible being employable 

So,

MC1 schools should aim to have as many school leavers as possible being employable 

The premises that are being appealed to in this two-stage sketchy little warranting argument are either moral principles of an intermediate sort
 or descriptive cum causal claims that are not focused on schooling matters but on what results from schooling. Such ascent from direct discussion of schooling issues to more general matters is a common feature of these warrants. Presumably, if we are to have any aims at all for schooling, then we would want them to be justified in some such way and it escapes me why one would expect an educational theorist to be competent to decide upon what link there might be between school-leavers' employability and social unrest or to have any peculiar capacity to inquire into the merits or otherwise of minimising social unrest. At that level of the warrant, schooling isn't the direct issue any more.

Summary

In summary, Schultz is without grounds for, and should not pursue, a coherent disciplinary theory of schooling. He should be content to have educators tap into appropriate expertise from various disciplines that have application to schooling. And, finally, he could more profitably restrict his concerns to exhorting such disciplines to apply their theoretical bases with the subtlety that many complex schooling conundra demand.

� Shultz, 2009a 'Reforming Science Education: Part I' and 2009b 'Reforming Science Education: Part II'; both in Science and Education 18: pp 225-249 and 251-273, respectively.


� My practice here follows a suggestion many years ago by Robin Barrow (in a book entitled: Philosophy of Schooling). My motivation for doing so is that, according to at least some common conceptions of what might properly be called education, a considerable amount of what goes on in some schools (like religious indoctrination) is antithetical to those conceptions. 'Schooling' is a more neutral term which leaves it open to substantive moral debate as to what should be happening in schools rather than ruling some things out (like religious indoctrination) as not, in virtue of the very conception, even counting as education and thus, if one equivocates between the concepts of education and schooling, getting ruled out as some sort of fait accompli.


� For instance, it assumes ontological realism, the semantic "effability" of the world, some sort of epistemic optimism, some sort of theory/observation distinction and so on.


� Or, at least, analytic philosophy - I ignore all sorts of meta-philosophical debates here. 


� Again, I am avoiding meta-philosophical debates that would see the distinction as problematic.


� from now on I will cease to talk of disciplines or subdisciplines and, for brevity's sake, just talk more vaguely of disciplines.


� see my "Against Science Education: The Aims of Science Education and Their Connection to School Science Curricula", Education Research Trends, Nova Publishers, Bertrand, T. & Roux, L. (eds.), pp. 1-30. ISBN 978-1-60456-640-6.  (Also available at: � HYPERLINK "http://eprints.utas.edu.au/7553/" �http://eprints.utas.edu.au/7553/� in final submission, but unformatted, form) and presented at this conference; and also my 2009 (in press) Reason and Professional Ethics, Ashgate Publishing.


� actually, meta-ethics will also apply when one wrestles with the problem of conflicting moral views and wonders if any sense can be made of the idea that some such views are just in error (flat earth style).


� Shultz, 2008a, page 239.


� for what it may be worth, I have thought a bit about this one and the first candidate that I would discard as without any even halfway plausible warrant is: educators.


� our justificatory chain could go even deeper by asking for a defence of MP2 (why should societal unrest be lessened? - because, say, it leads to a breakdown in the rule of law); or, as the topic is complex and involves the application of prima facie moral principles that may be in mutual tension, criticism of MP2.  (So, why should there be more social unrest sometimes? - because, say, it is the price of societal reform.)  Incidentally, such conflict of prima facie principles seems to be a major concern of Shultz's when he discusses conflicting extant aims of science education. Yet it is a commonplace in applied ethics and if those writing aims for, say, science education can't think their way through a conflict of prima facie acceptable principles to generate something more sophisticated, then perhaps seeking (outside of education) assistance from philosophers would b advised. For those interested in the mechanics of teasing out resolutions of such conflicts, see my 2009.





