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Abstract  Education must go beyond the borders of the disciplines and 
educators must make individual learning development a top priority for 
education if they wish to fulfill their mission in theory and practice, and in order 
to promote the social development by cultivating and developing the different 
individual learning. While individual development is a public issue, not a 
personal affair, it is also a social issue. Thus, educational research bases itself on 
each type of development, as well as to its existence in the mosaic of social and 
cultural understanding of the situation. Consequently, theoretical concept and 
empirical study combine an intrinsic pedagogical paradigm mechanism. 
Furthermore as a theoretical approach to methodology, awareness of the value of 
education and method-related activities, pedagogy becomes a special way of 
seizing the world. 
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摘要  教育学想要履行自身的理论和实践使命，就必须跨越学科之间的疆界，必须

把不同差异的学习个体发展看作教育学研究的首要任务，并通过对不同差异学习个

体的培养和发展，来促进社会的发展。而个体发展作为一个公共话题，不仅仅是一

项个人事务，也是一项公共事务。由此，教育学研究是建立在每个个体发展的基础

上，以及存在于其镶嵌的社会与文化情境的理解中。理论概念与经验研究相结合，

构成了教育学研究范式的内在机制。教育学作为一种实践－精神的理论方式，与教

育价值意识和实践活动相关，从而也使其成为一种把握世界的特殊方式。 

关键词  教育学，学习个体，研究范式 
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1  Introduction 

Since the 20th century, the theoretical development of education has often been 
accomplished through interdisciplinary research. That various branches of 
education come into existence symbolizes extension of research on education 
disciplines and it also results from the application of interdisciplinary researching 
methods on education. Multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary research has 
become a growing trend amongst theoretical innovation. As a matter of fact, if 
there were a comprehensive discipline, education would be much more 
comprehensive than any other discipline, because education is the discipline 
about studying and practicing how to develop human beings. If the education is 
determined to perform its theoretical and practical mission, it must go beyond the 
borders of the disciplines, and carry on the research about educational policies 
and the relevant educational issues from interdisciplinary angles and approaches. 
The application of multidisciplinary methods to field work, case studies and 
narrative inquiry tries to push forward with educational development and 
understanding towards education, especially education in China. However, it 
needs to be stressed that the research about relevant educational issues from 
interdisciplinary angles and approaches does not mean the evasion of the quest 
on the specific academic territory and discourse system of education itself. 

With regard to the predicament of education in itself, perhaps the most 
embarrassing statement is what Hoskin says, Education is a “superordinate” 
discipline rather than a subordinate one made up of an amalgam of ‘real’ 
disciplines (Hoskin, 1993). Moreover, Lageman, in the book titled An Elusive 
Science: The Troubling History of Education Research mentions a large 
proportion of people never consider education as a subject in itself, because 
education does not have a unique research method and special field of study and 
education is never regarded as a tool to analyze other subjects. However, she 
thinks that education is a field of study and a specialized area influenced by other 
subjects and inter-disciplines (Lagemann, 2000).  

Even now, one can not run away from how education is perceived, but the 
concept needs to be expanded. How to carry out theoretical research, which fits 
into the theoretical boundary, methodology, conceptual category and knowledge 
paradigm in education, is still a problem faced by education disciplines. 

2  Theoretical boundary of education 

In the development of education, the theoretical boundary of education comes 
from the objects which education is to study and cultivate. In a limited sense, the 
students who are in the school system are the objects of education. In a broad 
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sense, the objects are the human being in a life-long learning process. Philosophy 
treats human beings as a category, while sociology focuses on social 
phenomenon and social groups, education studies on individual learning, the 
students who have different cognitive abilities and different personalities. In 
other words, the task of education is about how to share and understand the 
common and basic knowledge among different individuals through teaching. For 
example, elementary education is common knowledge that we use, but the 
arduous task of education is to properly teaching this common knowledge to 
individuals with different learning styles. Teaching students in accordance with 
their different aptitude is to meet the needs of different individual learners. 

As for the relationship between education and social development, we hold the 
point that social structure is correlated with self-concept of humans. Each level 
of knowledge may be explained by social characteristics of human beings. In 
other words, the relationship between individual and collective determines the 
essence and character of social development. Although collective often limits 
individual development, individual development requires some balancing. On the 
one hand, it must create the belief for autonomy, for human beings have their 
own will, their freedom to choose. On the other hand, it must make individual 
relate with others, including friends and relatives, schools and peers. Making a 
pledge with others connects the person and subconsciously limits individual 
autonomy. Each individual in fact seems not to be able to live without autonomy 
or obligation and the life of an individual is to keep the balance between them. 

Therefore, individual development has always belonged to public activity, 
moral focus and education issues. Individual essence and individual shaping is 
personal and social. In other words, the individual chooses his/her own needs, 
own convictions and responsibilities for others. Then, individual development, as 
a public issue, is not only a personal matter, but also beneficial to the 
organizations such as schools, families and nations, which are in charge of 
keeping appropriate moral order. 

Since individual development is a personal activity and public action, and 
when education emphasize that its innate character is to promote individual 
development and social development, the primary objective of education studies 
is to bring about the advancement of learners with individual abilities, and 
encourage the development of society through cultivating the different abilities 
of learners. 

The previous contention over the logical starting point of education is about 
teaching or learning. As opinions vary, no unanimous conclusion can be drawn. 
In my opinion, if there is a logical staring point of education, it will be the 
teaching and learning activities and their relationship. In school education, no 
teaching, no learning, because teaching comes from learning and learning needs 
may develop teaching, therefore teaching and learning activities and its 
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relationship come into being. Moreover, no matter what complicated varieties of 
educational activities and routine work are in and out of school, teaching and 
learning activities and relationship are always the core that everything develops 
from. 

Education embodies the relationship between the individual and public from 
the above-mentioned aspects, and brings the theoretical boundary of education 
comes into existence. 

3  Approach for educational methodology 

Education issues, firstly, are social and cultural issues, and educational activities 
can not be understood without their social and cultural context. Culture is an 
overall life style of material and spirit. Education as the core of cultural 
transference and creation, and its rational values must be the historical products 
of some cultural constructional activities and decided by the directions of these 
cultural constructional activities. Cultural experiences and situations divorced 
from reality merely make cultural education into an abstract pan-cultural or 
non-cultural activity. Therefore, when we make a thorough inquiry into an 
educational rationale of a cultural interpretation, it is necessary to describe the 
cultural experience and situation. In order to decide what should be the values of 
education, we must compare and synthesize some social cultural phenomenon 
and avoid cultural prejudice. More importantly, educational rationale and its 
system fit into its own needs and are not completely decided by the level or stage 
of social development. Educational rationale developed from different cultural 
contexts is an appropriate and exact creation; otherwise, many significant 
cultural experiences of human beings will be excluded or limited.   

When we place educational practice into an established cultural context, the 
study of education should pay attention to cultural cues within the context. In the 
studies on the relationship between education and culture, disciplinary 
construction is never the starting objective of research. Without careful and clear 
case studies, the construction of any theory becomes vague and general. 
Therefore, one might adopt a cultural approach in educational methodology: 
Firstly, we must try to grasp the intermediary function of education in the process 
of cultural inheritance. In other words, we must understand that education 
functions as culture transference for ethnic thoughts, ethics, customs, arts, and 
cognitive schema of each generation. Secondly, we must try to pay attention to 
cultural interpretation of education, the various explanations of educational 
developments in a cultural context. Thirdly, we must emphasize bidirectional 
acting forces between culture and educational transfer and explore the changes of 
direction and content of educational development from cultural functions and 
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influence towards educational transfer. Therefore, teaching as the communicative 
process between teachers and learners, it is a process of value sharing. If the 
teacher is not intent on taking part in the process of value sharing and 
understanding among individual learners of different abilities, and stays in the 
level of knowledge teaching, and s/he is, at most, a bystander of the teaching 
activities.  

Human beings have the state or quality of social beings, and they need mutual 
exchange and communication, which is a basic requirement of human existence. 
In their contacts with other people, they share each others’ views, which can 
constitute the most elementary communicative channel. This paper indicates that 
education and teaching is a way of life, and a daily life mode. Especially, when 
we want to study school education, not only the teaching of teachers but also the 
learning of students is a way of life. Therefore, if we want to understand 
education and develop education, we must get to know and understand this kind 
of life-style, whose core is interpersonal communication.  

However, it is more than equal communication and knowledge construction, 
and more importantly, it promotes mutual value construction on the basis of 
sharing a way of thinking. We must regard teaching as a process of experiencing, 
and a process of experiencing the possibility of thoughts from value and belief, 
emotion and function. And we would take this experience as a medium coming 
from teaching, remaining and developing in teaching.  

Education is made up of value and meaning sharing, which form culture. If we 
are able to share all the meaning, value and meaning sharing will constitute 
cohesive force, leading to a new culture coming into being. However, the 
accumulation of all the meanings and values firstly lies in understanding rather 
than interference in order to make them become orderly. 

Educational research itself must remember its practical characteristics of 
education, and must carry on theoretical studies from its innate practical essence. 
In short, educational research is set up on the basis of each individual 
development and its understanding in social and cultural context. 

4  The formation of conceptual framework in education 

Because of some characteristics, education is rather difficult for theoretical 
development, and requires education theories keep close connection with 
educational practices. In educational studies, complex reasoning usually tends to 
result in the academic plights of seemingly logic or symmetry. Educational 
studies are to help us approach to educational practices and the meaningful life 
within it, so that we can converse with educational practices. However, the 
requirements of understanding practice and analyzing practices have formed 
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tension and fundamental changes. The more the education theories develop, the 
more apparent the changes are. This is the priority for the educational theories to 
develop, and the understanding of education theories is able to exist beyond the 
scope of the abstract.  

Educational theories must be close to their reliable explanation of practice. 
Once they leave such an explanation, they are no longer significant and attractive. 
The theoretical formula, which separates itself from the specific use about 
explanation of practices, will make the theory plain or vague. Because, the 
fundamental task of theoretical development of education is not to deal with 
abstract laws, but how to explain the practice; not to summarize by going beyond 
the individual or collective experience, but to generalize within the individual or 
collective experience. We can try to enable the public to talk and express their 
opinions as free as possible, and express their real thoughts in their daily life, 
because, the daily life full of contexts and feelings will not obey the arrangement 
of experiments, statistics, comparison, cause and effect. On the contrary, any 
context of human life is unique, multi-meaning, including conflict, meaning and 
communication. Education studies should grasp the core content of these 
significance and contradiction. 

Of course, this does not mean that theoretical concept is not important, for the 
concept is general and universal; and also this does not mean that partial, 
microscopic studies can bring about simplified relevance with grand things. 
Practice is a kind of development and concept can not remain all the same. 
Because education is a practical subject, education studies need real experiences 
and practices to nourish the thinking and theory of education, which enables 
various theoretical concepts of education to acquire reality and make us think 
these theoretical concepts realistically, specifically, and creatively.  

Direct experience is the foundation of all educational activities. In their daily 
practice, the experiences that educators or learners gain through the direct 
experiences are vivid images, a direct response to the external world, and are the 
most abundant specific experiences. These experiences not only play an 
important role in the process of education, but also in our whole life. But life is 
not always built on the basis of direct, specific experiences. Our early learning 
experiences also include different levels of abstraction, and direct, concrete 
inevitably link to the abstract experiences. On the one hand, there are a lot of 
things which can not be experienced personally. Due to the limitation of time and 
space, we can not directly experience everything in the education process. 
Therefore, participation in the process of experience should be a process of 
experience re-construction, where we could ignore irrelevant factors and focus 
on key factors, and we can overcome the limitation of direct experiences. On the 
other hand, we can distinguish between essence and non-essence and help to 
form the concepts through the process of re-constructing experience.  
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As far as the relationship between theory and experience is concerned, the 
studies on theory and experience are indispensable. Theories can be tested, which 
demands the specific contents of experience and the support of studies on 
experience. The studies on experience should aim at the theory, and promote 
establishing, testing and modifying theories. Theories may expand the cognitive 
range of experiences and accumulate knowledge, and in turn the study of 
experience in theory development may help clarify the concepts and prevent the 
theoretical concepts from being too abstract and vague. 

When the research on experience leads to new materials and experience, it is 
possible to adjust the original theoretical structure and form a new theory. In 
particular, with the new methods applied in the experience studies, theories may 
adjust the former perspectives and research areas, or be relocated and lead to the 
formation of the new theory. The combination of theoretical concept and 
experience research is internal mechanism of education research paradigm. 

The characteristics of education make it different from philosophical study, 
though both of them apply a rational approach. Philosophy can not replace 
education, and education is unnecessary to approach to philosophy. From the 
standpoint of philosophy, it aims at revealing the essence of human 
understanding in the spiritual functions and is insufficient for education study 
because of practicality of education. When we study education, we are immerged 
in a large number of specific and unknown facts and visions. Therefore, 
education studies need decline from the general to specific, and on the contrary, 
philosophy study is from specific to general. 

The concepts of education include the implication of education, which is 
important for us to understand education, but studying concepts on the basis of 
concepts, we can not know the details of practice of education. Therefore, when 
we can be into educational practices under the guidance of the concept of 
education, and concepts of education will be thought specifically and creatively 
in the experiential world of educational practices, and then the understanding and 
significance of education will come into being and develop. 

Just as Hall and Arms said, “Universal laws of nature, scientific principles, or 
logical categories, do not best serve to define us at the levels of personal, social, 
and political existence”. (Hall and Arms, 1999) Of course, this includes the 
experiences in educational life. According to Schwartz, in the history of western 
tradition, the acquisition of knowledge is beyond the “experiential” world, and it 
emphasizes that the acquisition of knowledge is created through reasoning 
competence and abstract concept forms in the process of strict logical inference.  
But for Confucian knowledge, “It is a capacity which includes not only to 
accumulate the empirical knowledge, but also the power to think and reason as 
well”. (Schwartz, 1985, p.89) “Confucius doesn’t rise from the chaos of the 
world of particulars to the realm of eternal forms, since, in his view, the Tao 
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remains indissolubly linked to the empirical world.” (Schwartz, 1985, p.94) This, 
perhaps, may become the observing points of the Chinese concept of education. 

5  Thoughts on the knowledge paradigm of education 

If the knowledge paradigm is widely seen as the criteria of production and 
evaluation of the truth of knowledge, can the social sciences standardized by 
dialectic and logic and nature sciences by empirical studies and quantitative 
analysis regulate education? 

Marx in Introduction to the Critique of Political Economy pointed out, “The 
totality as it appears in the head, as a totality of thoughts, is a product of thinking 
head, which appropriates the world in the only way it can, away different from 
the artistic, religious and practical, and mental appropriation of this world.” 
(Marx, 1993) 

Mastering the world means to understand the world, reflect the world and 
changes the world, and virtually, the form of mastering the world is thinking 
methods or thinking patterns. If we want to understand Marx’s approaches to 
master the world for human being, namely the understanding of human spiritual 
activities, the approaches can be divided into four types: theoretical, religious, 
artistic and practical-mental. Theoretical type, such as philosophical or scientific 
activities; religious, such as religion and witchcraft; artistic, such as literature and 
art activities; practical-mental is related to the awareness of the value of 
education and activities.  

The essence of education is a subject about human education practice and life 
practice. As a social consciousness and thinking relationship, education, with the 
characteristics of spiritual values, belongs to social mental life just like scientific, 
artistic, and religious and the other forms of social awareness and ideas of social 
relationships. And education, as a spirit of practice, is a characteristically 
practical subject, stressing the unity of knowing and practice, and emphasizing 
practice what one advocates. Mental needs above material needs push forward 
the improvement of the value relationship. Meanwhile, education is not only 
value, but also a purposeful action to realize the value. Education practice, an 
important form of human practice activities, is a practice to deal with social 
relationship and to change the subjective world. Education ideal is to conceive 
and design the lofty mental world, and to yearn for and pursue ideal society. In 
turn, education ideal in the educational practice guides educational practice, 
which tries to change educational dreams into reality. In this sense, education, as 
a practical spirit, is a unity of dream and reality, therefore, education has become 
a specific mode to grasp the world. 

To adjust and guide human knowledge and behaviors through teaching, 
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education is a kind of practice with the content of regulating people’s knowledge 
and behaviors. In other words, education is to judge whether the contents of its 
practices, which can adjust, guide and regulate people’s knowledge and 
behaviors, come into being. These educational practices constitute the paradigm 
of knowledge to produce and evaluate educational truth. Inevitably, the 
understanding process of education lies in understanding itself and academic 
dialogue and exchange with other disciplines. In the paper, the interpretation of 
possibility also means an attempt to arouse our concern on the disciplinary issues 
in education and its fate. 

Glossary 

boundary 界限  
case study 个案研究 
Confucius 儒家 
construction 建构 
context 情境 
culture 文化 
discipline 学科 
education 教育学 
experience 经验 
field work 田野研究 
human being 人 
individual 个体 

interpretation 诠释 
learning 学 
methodology 方法论 
narrative inquiry 叙事研究 
paradigm 范式 
philosophy 哲学 
practice 实践 
rationale 理性 
student 学生 
Tao 道 
teaching 教 
theory 理论 
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