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It is with great pleasure that we introduce the 
inaugural publication of the NIE Higher Degrees 
Distinguished Speaker Series by the Office of 
Graduate Studies and Professional Learning (GPL) at 
the National Institute of Education (NIE), Nanyang 
Technological University, Singapore. This publication 
with the theme, “Navigating the tensions and 
paradoxes of preparing educational researchers” is 
dedicated to all graduate students and the academic 
faculty who work tirelessly with these students. 

Beginning the graduate school experience is a 
significant achievement milestone in one’s life that 
often comes with a sense of pride, and also a sense 
of uncertainty. It is easy for a new graduate student 
to feel overwhelmed about the research journey 
ahead and the expectations that come with being a 
graduate student. With this in mind, we invited 
Professor David Labaree from the Graduate School 
of Education, Stanford University as the NIE Higher 

Degrees Distinguished Speaker from 4 to 6 January 
2017. This publication captures his key thoughts and 
ideas drawn from the Distinguished Lecture and 
Seminars he gave to NIE students and faculty.  

The Distinguished Lecture and Seminars revolved 
around important and provocative issues such as the 
peculiar problems of preparing educational 
researchers, conflicting purposes and relevance of 
educational research, and reasons for unsuccessful 
educational reforms. Drawing from the discourse of 
the American education context, Professor Labaree 
outlined the difficulties in balancing the ideals of 
democratic equality, social efficiency, and social 
mobility. 

In the Distinguished Lecture entitled, “Peculiar 
problems of preparing educational researchers”, 
Professor Labaree emphasised that the problems of 
educational practice cannot be fixed unless there is 
deep understanding of practice in the steady work of 
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educational reform. In the seminars with NIE 
academic faculty and graduate students entitled, 
“What schools can’t do” and “The trouble with 
educational schools in the U.S.”, Professor Labaree 
raised a range of issues in education. From arguing 
about the lack of causal relationship between 
education and productivity, to decrying the 
politicisation of education and acknowledging the 
challenges of graduate schools of education, he 
provided a cogent and critical analysis of education 
and education systems. In a seminar with beginning 
doctoral students, “Sermon on educational 
research”, he shared the wisdom of staying truthful 
in uncovering the big questions and assumptions in 
education research. Professor Labaree also 
stimulated rich discussion among a panel of NIE 
professors in response to key points raised in his 
lecture, “The peculiar problems of preparing 
educational researchers: What can NIE do?” 

We would like to take this opportunity to 
acknowledge all who have contributed to this 
publication. Foremost, our special thanks to 
Professor Christine Goh, Dean, Graduate Studies and 
Professional Learning, NIE, for initiating the NIE 
Higher Degrees Distinguished Speaker series, and for 
germinating the idea for this publication. Beginning 
with the first Distinguished Speaker, Professor 
Andrew Brown, University College London Institute 
of Education (2012), Professor Bruce Fuller, 

University of California (Berkeley) (2013), Professor 
Christopher Day, University of Nottingham (2014), 
Professor Andrew Tolmie, University College London 
Institute of Education (2015), and Professor Charles 
Kinzer, Teachers College, Columbia University (2016), 
we are proud to present the first publication of the 
NIE Higher Degrees Distinguished Speaker Series 
2017. 

Our grateful thanks to Professor David Labaree, NIE 
Higher Degrees Distinguished Speaker 2017 for his 
big and provocative ideas that are important in 
preparing educational researchers in NIE, and in 
graduate schools of education in universities 
worldwide. Our grateful thanks to the writing and 
editorial team from the NIE Doctor in Education 
programme headed by Elaine Lim and comprised (in 
alphabetical order) Alvin Lau, Andrea Strachan, 
Christopher Pang and Yip Hoe Yin who all did 
remarkable work in summarising the rich array of 
discussions and ideas in the talks. Our appreciative 
thanks to Dr. Andrew Pereira for his careful editing 
work and to our wonderful colleagues, Jaslyn Ng, 
Noor Azizah Binte Mokhtar and Nurhasni Binte 
Khamis from GPL for their highly professional 
support. 

And to all our fellow educators, we hope this 
publication will bring forth fruitful and enriching new 
conversations.

  

 

Associate Professor Mary Anne Heng      Assistant Professor Hairon Salleh 

Associate Dean, Higher Degrees and      Assistant Dean, Doctor in Education 

   Strategic Partnerships 

 

National Institute of Education, Nanyang Technological University 

Series Editors, NIE Higher Degrees Distinguished Speaker Series 

November 2017 

Singapore 
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The graduate school experience brings forth rich 
opportunities to think about and influence 
educational theory, practice and policy in new ways. 
The National Institute of Education (NIE) has gained 
respect as a world-class educational institute within 
the Nanyang Technological University that has 
earned a global reputation for academic and 
research excellence as top among the world’s best 
young universities since 2014. 

The NIE is the sole teacher education institute in 
Singapore, which is known for having one of the 
most successful education systems in the world. NIE 
is also increasingly known for research excellence in 
preparing aspiring individuals to become 
intellectuals and scholars in a wide range of 
disciplines. The Office of Graduate Studies and 
Professional Learning currently has close to 2,000 
graduate students (local and international), 

including nearly 300 doctoral students. To engage in 
purposeful and relevant educational research, 
graduate students have to stay truthful in 
uncovering the big questions and assumptions about 
educational research and practice, a key message in 
the series of talks by Professor David F. Labaree, NIE 
Higher Degrees Distinguished Speaker in 2017. It is 
important for graduate schools to build cultures that 
facilitate deliberations and collaboration among 
graduate students, faculty members and with 
graduate schools in other universities that share 
similar interests, goals and ideals. 

This inaugural publication is strong testament to 
fulfilling the pursuit of knowledge creation and co-
creation for the betterment of education in 
Singapore and around the world. I am delighted to 
know that this publication is a result of the 
confluence of ideas from our Doctor in Education 
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students at NIE in their engagement with the talks 
given by our Higher Degrees Distinguished Speaker, 
Professor David F. Labaree from Stanford University 

from 4 to 6 January 2017. I am confident this 
publication will bring about much deep reflection 
and inspiration in its readers.

 

 

Professor Christine C. M. Goh 

Dean, Graduate Studies and Professional Learning 

National Institute of Education 

Nanyang Technological University, Singapore 
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PREFACE 
 

PROFESSOR DAVID F. LABAREE 
STANFORD UNIVERSITY, USA                                                                                                                          

NIE HIGHER DEGREES DISTINGUISHED SPEAKER 2017 

 

 
 

 

It was an honor for me to be invited to come speak 
to the faculty and students of the National Institute 
of Education, Nanyang Technological University, in 
January, 2017, and it is also an honor to be asked to 
write a preface to this summary of the rich 
conversations that ensued during that visit.  I 
thought I would use this opportunity to provide 
some reflections, comparing the situation of 
education schools in Singapore and in my own 
country, the United States (U.S.).  Encountering 
Singapore for the first time was a rich experience for 
me, and it left me with a number of impressions that 
I thought I would share. 

My own work has focused on the history and 
sociology of schools, teaching, teacher education, 
and educational research in the U.S.  As I spoke with 
colleagues and students at NIE, I came to realize how 
different the conditions are in our two countries.  Let 

me suggest a few of the most salient differences, 
which in sum provoked in me pangs of jealousy. 

First, teaching is an honored profession in Singapore, 
which is certainly not the case in my own country.  
Americans tend to value the practical over the 
intellectual life, which leaves our own street-level 
intellectuals, public school teachers, out in the cold.  
Teacher pay is relatively modest, teacher 
preparation is often less than rigorous, and the 
profession struggles to attract the top talent among 
college students, who are more often than not lured 
into more prestigious and lucrative pursuits.  What a 
pleasure to be in a country like Singapore that so 
clearly values the work of teachers and takes such 
well-earned pride in the great successes of its system 
of public education, which stands among the leading 
systems in the world while the U.S. lingers 
somewhere back in the middle of the pack. 
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Add to this that being a teacher educator and 
educational researcher in Singapore carries a lot 
more influence and respect than do these positions 
in my country.  Education schools tend to be looked 
down on by the rest of higher education, as zones of 
academic mediocrity and marginal influence.  What 
NIE has that my own education school doesn’t is the 
absolutely central role it plays in Singapore school 
and society.  Part of this is because it has a monopoly 
on both the production of teachers and the 
production of educational research.  This allows NIE 
to create a strong bridge between theory and 
practice, which is largely missing in the U.S.  In my 
country, most of the teachers are produced at 
second and third tier education schools where little 
educational research takes place, and most research 
happens at elite education schools that produce very 
few teachers.  The result is not a bridge between 
theory and practice but a yawning chasm. 

This strong link between theory and practice in 
Singapore also provides NIE with another advantage 
over its American counterparts.  Researchers at NIE 
enjoy the most direct form of access to the 
education ministry where policy of Singapore 
schools is made.  As a result, these scholars enjoy a 
degree of policy influence that American educational 
researchers can only dream about.  In the U.S., 
researchers are scattered around the countryside 
rather than clustered near the center of power.  And 
policy is made at multiple levels of the system, 
including the federal government, 50 state 
governments, and 13,500 local school districts, 
which have the most direct control of curriculum and 
instruction.  In such a situation, educational research 
is only one of many strands of discourse that come 
together to make educational policy at all of these 
dispersed locations.  It often feels like we are 
producing research findings that no one uses; but in 
Singapore a research finding today can be 

implemented in classrooms tomorrow.  What a 
difference.  Thus the pangs of jealousy. 

The merits of the close relationship between NIE and 
the education ministry notwithstanding, it is 
important for educational researchers to be able to 
explore freely the full terrain of education.  
Schooling is not simply a matter of producing desired 
social outcomes in the most effective possible 
manner, such as by creating the human capital 
needed to spur economic growth and promote 
national power.  It’s also a highly normative 
enterprise, which is seeking to create citizens and 
develop character.  We shouldn’t be thinking of 
ourselves primarily as social engineers but instead as 
normative entrepreneurs trying to do the right thing 
by our fellow citizens.  Issues of fairness, justice and 
freedom are as important for school systems as 
developing effective instruction in economically 
productive skills.  We’re as much about esthetics as 
we are about utility, about beauty as much 
effectiveness.  In schools it’s often less important to 
be doing what works than to be doing what’s right.  
For teacher educators and educational researchers 
to carry out this broader vision of their role, they 
need the freedom and encouragement to explore all 
of the possibilities of schooling for Singapore and its 
people.  This is why higher education needs a good 
degree of autonomy so it can play its part in spurring 
the free flow of ideas and consider the previously 
unconsidered.  Unlike the U.S., Singapore enjoys the 
luxury of being on the top of the world in educational 
achievement, which gives it the space to explore all 
the possibilities inherent in its system of public 
education. 

Let me end these reflections on my rich experience 
in interacting with the faculty and students at NIE by 
giving thanks to my hosts for being so kind in inviting 
me to visit and to all of the people at the Institute 
who taught me so much about the terrific work they 
are doing.  The pleasure has been all mine.

   

 

Professor David F. Labaree 

Stanford University, USA  
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David F. Labaree is a Professor at the Stanford 
University Graduate School of Education and a 
Professor (by courtesy) in history.  His research 
focuses on the historical sociology of American 
schooling, including topics such as the evolution of 
high schools, the growth of consumerism, the origins 
and nature of education schools, and the role of 
schools in promoting access and advantage more 
than subject-matter learning.  He was president of 
the History of Education Society and member of the 
executive board of the American Educational 

Research Association. His books include:  The 
Making of an American High School (Yale, 1988); 
How to Succeed in School without Really Learning: 
The Credentials Race in American Education (Yale, 
1997); The Trouble with Ed Schools (Yale University 
Press, 2004); and Someone Has to Fail: The Zero-
Sum Game of Public Schooling (Harvard, 2010).  His 
latest book is: A Perfect Mess: The Unlikely 
Ascendancy of American Higher Education 
(University of Chicago Press, 2017).
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PECULIAR PROBLEMS OF PREPARING                     
EDUCATIONAL RESEARCHERS 

PROFESSOR DAVID F. LABAREE 
4 JANUARY 2017, LECTURE, NIE, SINGAPORE 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

Professor Labaree’s NIE Higher Degrees 
Distinguished Lecture centres on the problems and 
possibilities associated with developing teachers as 
educational researchers. The problem lies centrally 
with the divide between two cultures – academia 
and practice. Unlike teaching in schools, the prestige 
of faculty members in education schools come from 
their status as university researchers with 
specialised academic skills, and less from the status 
of the teaching profession itself. A cultural divide is 
thus created in education schools because doctoral 
students, as former teachers, often feel they are 
being asked to abandon their teacher culture in 
place of an academic culture. The issues raised in the 

lecture, although drawn from the US context, are 
important in the Singapore context. 

 

What Makes It Easy 

Professor Labaree suggested that the transition from 
teacher to educational researcher can be natural 
and easy as doctoral students possess good traits 
like maturity, professionalism and dedication. Many 
are mature students in the middle stage of their 
careers. They would also not take up doctoral 
studies without giving much thought to the level of 
commitment needed for the protracted nature of 
doctoral work. 

Professor Labaree further stressed that doctoral 
students have strong professional experience and 



 

3 | P r e p a r i n g  E d u c a t i o n a l  R e s e a r c h e r s  

commitment to education. They come to education 
schools with a mission of improving schools, and are 
likely to be already interested in pursuing 
educational topics for their research. However, he 
cautioned that they might routinise practice over 
deep analysis that requires examining schools from 
an outsider’s lens due to their over-familiarity with 
practice. As a result, they may have difficulties in 
turning their professional experience into research. 

 

What Makes It Hard 

The transition from teacher to researcher could be 
hard for doctoral students due to conflicting 
worldviews arising from different professional 
domains. These worldviews differ in aspects like 
norms, incentives, statuses, purposes, definitions of 
success, and work relationships. Resulting tensions 
make it difficult for students to transit from being 
teachers to researchers. They may challenge 
research methods and disapprove of the 
researcher’s perspectives on education. This limits 
the potential of viewing education through a 
different lens.  

Professor Labaree also highlighted the likelihood of 
a mismatch in educational expectations of faculty 
members and doctoral students. For example, 
students might believe that they are ready both in 
educational and professional terms to engage in 
research directly. However, faculty members might 
disagree, stressing that research has to be grounded 
in theory, a rigorous literature review and sound 
methods. It would also be important for students to 
acquire skills of critical reading and analytical writing.  

In short, an occupation-led culture is a concern 
resulting in graduate students straddling conflicting 
cultures. Thus, in order to make the transition, 
students would have to be open to adopting a 
researcher’s perspective. This is to confront the 
cultural conflict that might arise from the differences 
in worldviews due to the nature of teaching as a 
practice and the nature of education research as a 
practice. The next section elaborates on this cultural 
shift.  

 

 

Sharp Shift in Cultural Orientation 

Professor Labaree provided a positional analysis of 
the conflicting roots of the work differences 
between teachers and researchers. He introduced 
the following four characteristics of the teacher’s 
worldview and recommended respective shifts in 
cultural orientation: 

• From the normative to the analytical 

Classroom teachers who pursue doctoral studies 
generally have a strongly normative perspective 
on education. This perspective is deeply rooted 
in the practice of teaching that emphasises 
doing what is best for students. This motivates 
teachers to invest much of their time in 
enhancing their instructional techniques to help 
their students to learn while producing valued 
outcomes. Unlike most professions, teachers do 
not have to meet the expectations of their 
clients. They instil behaviours, skills and 
knowledge in students without their permission. 
They are, after all, in the business of changing 
people. On the other hand, researchers have to 
produce valid explanations for education. Their 
objective is not to solve a problem of practice 
but to analyse and understand fully the nature 
of a problem. As a result, doctoral students 
might have the wrong conception that the 
scholarly approach is too distant and not 
concerned about student outcomes because it 
does not involve the improvement of teaching 
practices.  Hence, doctoral students need to 
understand the difference between “changing 
people” and “understanding them”. They need 
to understand that an educational problem has 
to be understood fully before it can be solved 
effectively.   

• From the personal to the intellectual 

Teaching is by nature a highly personal practice. 
Teachers place great emphasis on the teacher-
student relationship where the ability to 
connect with students is an essential skill for 
teachers. On the other hand, educational 
researchers focus on ideas instead of 
relationships. Thus, a tension is created and 
doctoral students are likely to find the scholarly 
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approach to education cold and impersonal. 
Hence, there is a need to understand and 
appreciate the value of intellectual skills in 
approaching educational issues. Without 
sufficient analytical justification, the 
implementation of new changes in education 
becomes inappropriate.  

• From the particular to the universal 

Teaching emphasises the particular. A teacher is 
unlikely to focus on general rules because every 
child in the class is different. Students are 
different in their social background, economic 
condition, ethnicity, gender, social capital and 
cultural capital. Other factors, such as culture of 
the school, also demand that teachers focus on 
the particular. On the other hand, educational 
researchers place their emphasis on the 
development of generalities that apply across 
cases. Thus, doctoral students would need to 
realise that the understandings that they have 
developed about the particularities of education 
have the potential to trap them. For example, 
they might not be able to accept generalities 
about teaching, believing that there are no 
theories to solve their unique pedagogical 
problems. In short, they have to shift from a 
particular classroom-centric context to develop 
research findings using concepts, 
generalisations, and theories that make sense of 
educational processes across contexts, and offer 
them to teachers and other practitioners.  

• From the experiential to the theoretical 

Based on the first three characteristics of a 
teacher’s worldview, practitioner experiences 
become a primary bank of professional 
knowledge. This knowledge bank, however, 
prevents doctoral students from accepting new 
theories due to personal biases. Such personal 
knowledge also dominates other bases of 
knowledge. Although teachers’ expertise is a 
good source of knowledge, it is also contextually 
narrow. Hence, while the scholarly approach 
seems to examine educational issues from an 
external perspective, it provides a better 
understanding of issues through comparison 
with other settings and theoretical lenses.  

Thus, education schools have the responsibility 
to convince their doctoral students about the 
value of the research perspective that examines 
education from an outsider’s perspective. The 
student could in turn explore the possibility that 
the practice of theory building could be as 
important as the practice of teaching. 

 

How to Deal with the Cultural Divide 

Professor Labaree suggests the following ways to 
narrow the cultural divide: 

• Acknowledge the cultural divide explicitly 
and convince doctoral students about the 
value of adopting the researcher’s 
perspective, rather than focus primarily on 
the teacher’s perspective; 

• Show that the gap is not as wide as it seems 
and that the differences are more a matter 
of emphasis in professional practice than of 
total opposition; 

• Deliberately show respect for the skills and 
orientations that doctoral students have and 
encourage them to develop roles for 
themselves as researchers that incorporate 
theories and practices within their teacher 
identities. 

 

Conclusion 

Professor Labaree concluded that the cultural divide 
between academic researchers and teacher 
practitioners can be narrowed but not resolved 
completely. Although teaching and research have 
overlapping values, skills, and orientations, the 
differences between them is real, substantial and 
grounded in the positional constraints and 
incentives between different forms of work. Still, the 
divide could be better managed by graduate 
education programmes aiming to narrow the divide.  

 

Question-and-Answer Session 

Associate Professor Mary Anne Heng served as 
moderator in the question-and-answer session that 
followed the lecture.  
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Audience member 1: How can we develop teacher 
identity as a teacher-researcher? Please elaborate.  

Professor Labaree: Teachers are not volunteers. At 
the same time, their students did not pay them to 
teach. Teachers cannot make students learn but 
need to motivate them instead. Teachers constantly 
ask themselves: “Will my students like me and 
respect me? Will my professors respect me?” We 
need to help teachers understand that the cultural 
divide cannot be removed but they can move away 
from their original role and learn to be comfortable 
with a change in identity – that of both a teacher and 
a researcher concurrently. The question is: How can 
we help teachers with this shift in identity? We have 
to prepare teachers. 

Audience member 2: The divide between the 
teacher and the researcher is not unique. There are 
also divides between researchers (e.g. qualitative 
and quantitative camps; theory and practice, and so 
on). What are your views on these?   

Professor Labaree: I am glad that you have brought 
up these concerns. Indeed, the paradigm war 
between quantitative and qualitative is real, and 

there is a huge difference between them. As for the 
distance between theory and practice, it is a classic 
problem. A balance between them will be good. But 
we need to focus on application and context, and not 
just play with ideas.   

 

Questions for Reflection 

1. Professor Labaree shared that the different 
backgrounds of doctoral students in education 
schools and those in other professional schools 
might have contributed to the cultural divide in 
the United States. Is this a concern for education 
schools such as NIE in Singapore?   

2. What strategies can be used in the local context 
to help teachers narrow the research and 
teaching divide? 

 

Reference 

Labaree, D. F. (2003). The peculiar problems of 
preparing educational researchers. Educational 
Researcher, 32(4), 13-22.
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SERMON ON EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH 
PROFESSOR DAVID F. LABAREE 

4 JANUARY 2017, LECTURE, NIE, SINGAPORE 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

At the NIE Higher Degrees Distinguished Lecture, 
Professor Labaree candidly shared an intriguing tale 
on how to live the life of an educational researcher. 
His follow-up “lecture-sermon”, a somewhat 
unconventional term, was an honest sharing about 
educational research.  

He began by simply stating the core of his message 
for educational researchers – be wrong, lazy and 
irrelevant. As participants were recovering from 
shock at what was just shared, he added that any 
piece of research undertaken also involves effort to 
balance three values: truth, justice and beauty. In 
that memorable opening, he set the tone of what 
was to follow – unusual yet sound advice for 
educational researchers. 

 

Be Wrong 

Professor Labaree asked a seemingly simple 
question, “Why be wrong?” The emphasis on trying 
to be right was instead, what was wrong for research. 
Trying to be right could lead to risk-averse 
behaviours that result in boring scholarship. This 
runs counter to the goals of educational research 
that includes discussion “at the edge of data” as this 
may be the most profitable place to derive the most 
interesting and engaging findings. Trying to be right 
could also make one overly cautious. If one plays it 
too safe, one might never finish a piece of research. 
Thus, one should send a paper for publication when 
it is good enough and embrace the criticism that 
would surely follow. Being wrong could also be 
productive. In the US, it is often said that one is not 
a serious entrepreneur unless failure is encountered 
at least three times. Learning from failures could 
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help one grow. Ideas could also develop from trial 
and error, just like Thomas Edison in his invention of 
the light bulb.  

Professor Labaree went on to state that when one 
has a research idea, one should start writing. Many 
scholars develop ideas as they write while solving 
problems one at a time. Indeed, this is the purpose 
of writing. Writing helps us think through complex 
problems.  If it was only merely writing an idea that 
was already fully formed, it would be transcribing 
and not writing, and it would not qualify as an 
intellectual piece of work. Hence, one should not 
worry about trying to produce a complete piece of 
research. One should not try to only assert what is 
certain. There is then no need to attempt making all 
counter arguments persuasive, plausible or logical as 
others would surely point out possible flaws. Instead, 
it would be better to view these criticisms as an 
opportunity to start a conversation about a research 
topic. The goal is not to construct an over-inflated 
beach ball, but an analytical razor, to cut through 
issues in a revealing way. 

 

Be Lazy 

Professor Labaree pointed out that there is a danger 
in putting too much value on diligence in research. 
Instead, what might be needed is indeed more 
laziness. Here are his top tips on how to be a “lazy’” 
yet smart researcher: 

• Don’t try to read everything or gather every 
bit of data. 

• Look for the shortcut rather than plowing 
through the middle of all the data. 

• Gather sufficient data to fulfil the need to be 
credible. 

• Remember that no argument is ever iron 
clad or permanent. 

• Focus on telling an interesting story, 
drawing on the evidence for support rather 
than relying on it as the core of the story.  

• Remember that research is a stimulus for 
thought. 

The above tips point directly to what research should 
be. He reminds us that research is not about 
gathering a pile of bricks but to make sense of the 

gathered bricks. Research should not be about 
getting points for over-doing things. It is about 
getting to the end of something that is puzzling. 

This led to Professor Labaree’s next point – don’t put 
too much value on complexity. He offered an apt 
metaphor of “balancing one hand with the other” 
and why it made sense to become a “one-handed 
scholar”. On one hand, more simplicity is needed. 
There is a need to cut through a subject from 
different angles and perspectives. On the other hand, 
the belief that more is better does not always hold 
true. This is because “data does not speak” and most 
data might be little more than noise. It is more 
critical to cut through the noise and seek out an 
interesting story to make data sing. Research is 
always an on-going conversation and never the final 
word. 

 

Be Irrelevant 

There is also a need to resist the strong push for 
relevance in an applied field like education. Trying to 
be relevant could inadvertently make the research 
irrelevant with myopic research outcomes from a 
shortsightedness causing one to miss the initial 
intended case for research. It is also possible to lose 
sight of the social context and the structure. This 
could lead to focusing on the wrong problem. When 
this happens, the solution itself becomes the 
problem. Professor Labaree further explained that 
even the most apparently irrelevant theoretical 
exercise might suddenly become useful. Thus, it is 
important to see universities as places to store 
answers for future problems. There is a need to free 
researchers to explore new ideas, even those that 
have no immediate application because they could 
be very useful one day. 

There is also a second danger where the push for 
relevance could lead to ambiguity. A push for 
relevance could push aside important clarifying 
considerations. Usefulness often rests in the eyes of 
the beholder and the discussion about the 
constituent, and the education actor might be cast 
aside.  As schools serve a contradictory mix of social 
aims, a solution or application for one purpose might 
be irrelevant or even harmful for another. 
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Why Undertake Education Research Then? 

Professor Labaree stressed on the need for 
educators to ask themselves why they choose to 
become educational researchers. What makes it 
worthwhile? What is the point of working on a 
dissertation? Is it worth the anxiety of completing 
the dissertation? Is it worth the risk of failing? If it is 
a job, what are the intrinsic rewards? 

Professor Labaree remarked that graduate students 
often mention two reasons to do research. The first 
is to search for truth and the second is to solve 
societal challenges and thereby, uphold social justice. 
In addition to truth and justice, he added a third, 
beauty. 

 

Truth 

The first reason most would cite as to why they 
would undertake research is the search for truth. By 
that, Professor Labaree explains that it is about 
understanding how schools and society work. 
Researchers work to expose half-truths, clear 
misconceptions and counter false claims. However, 
such work could be hindered by politics as policies 
have an impact on educational research. The 
tendency is then to come up with research that is 
broadly aligned with policy. The search for truth 
could also be compromised by the researcher’s own 
ideology. A researcher’s values and commitments 
could directly influence research outcomes such that 
researchers often try to find what they seek without 
considering other possible outcomes. 

 

Justice 

The second reason for conducting research is justice. 
Professor Labaree explained that where truth could 
give meaning to research, without justice, research 
simply lacks heart. Education is an intensely 
normative endeavour as it is about shaping students 
towards valued ends. Therefore, educational 
research should not be solely about achieving and 
maintaining norms and standards. It should also be 
about exposing inequality and injustice. It should 
explore the values embedded in the system. There 
are also other dangers to be mindful of such as wish 

fulfilment where researchers seek to fulfil their own 
wishes while deviating from intended research goals. 
Professor Labaree pointed out that in education, 
there is a tendency to behave like a faith community. 
This could result in too much convergence when 
researchers accept what is presented and 
investigated upon based on blind faith. Another 
danger that could hamper justice is earnestness. A 
healthy dose of scepticism and irony could help to 
uncover the reality of what is truly happening. 
Researchers should make it a point to find out what 
is unknown. They should take a step back to look for 
research that could change one’s own perspective. 
They should avoid doing research merely to confirm 
what they already know. Earnestness could blind a 
researcher and prevent the seeing of hidden triggers 
for justice. 

 

Beauty 

The final reason is beauty. Professor Labaree shared 
how beauty is often regarded as a side issue. 
Compared to truth and justice, beauty might come 
across as somewhat frivolous. After all, digging for 
the truth could make the world a little less dishonest. 
Supporting a just social role for schools could help 
make the world a little less unfair. What about 
beauty? Could promoting beauty in schooling make 
the world a little less ugly? In research literature, 
truth and justice are often featured but rarely, 
beauty. Beauty is in fact, an extension of both truth 
and justice. As an extension of truth, beauty exposes 
the ugly lies and misconceptions. As an extension of 
justice, beauty reveals the ugly inequalities and 
injustices. There is also a certain artistry in the ability 
to tell enriching stories about schools and society. 
There is certainly a sensual beauty at work when one 
plays with the music of language. There is a need to 
make one’s life an exercise in aesthetics, as well as a 
pursuit for truth and justice. Beauty could help one 
to appreciate the intrinsic qualities in research and 
draw satisfaction from one’s work.  

 

Conclusion 

Professor Labaree shared about the pressures and 
challenges faced by educational researchers and 
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how to respond to these by doing the opposite of 
what is expected. By being wrong, lazy and irrelevant, 
an educational researcher might discover what is 
right by becoming more productive and relevant in 
the future. In the second part of his lecture-sermon, 
he touched on the intrinsic value of educational 
research. The pursuit of truth, justice and beauty 
provides the rationale, the drive and the essence of 
why educational research is undertaken by 
educators.  The thought-provoking session 
challenged us to take a deeper look at ourselves as 
educational researchers. 

 

Question-and-Answer Session 

Assistant Professor Hairon Salleh served as the 
moderator in the question-and-answer session that 
followed the lecture. 

Audience member 1: If writing skills are critical for 
educational research, how might we become better 
writers?  

Professor Labaree: There is an issue with taking an 
instrumentalist view to writing, as opposed to taking 
a more holistic view in writing for clarity and grace. 
There are many ways to improve academic writing. 
The common approach includes attending a writing 
workshop, sharing and editing the work both as a 
reviewee and reviewer. Writing doesn’t get easier, 
but it does get better. One should read beyond 
current academic writing to learn how to achieve a 
punchier feel and make readers feel more engaged, 
rather than “puffing smoke”. 

Audience member 2: Thank you for an unorthodox 
sermon on educational research. We are often so 
engrossed in our work cultures and environments 
that it can be quite challenging to nurture an 
irrelevant individual. So, it does take a village to 

nurture an irrelevant individual. As a takeaway, I 
would like to share my own experience trying to be 
irrelevant. Often, my quirky new ideas are dismissed 
as not workable because of my younger age, gender 
and personality. The attitude tends to be that I am 
perceived as new while others are regarded as more 
experienced and so there are differences in how we 
perceive what is relevant or irrelevant. 

Professor Labaree: Firstly, thank you for sharing 
your personal takeaway from this sermon. There will 
always be some resistance to any new ideas. It can 
sometimes be discouraging when you are 
confronted by such. Press on and know that things 
will get better. A certain sense of optimism helps. 

 

Questions for Reflection 

1. Professor Labaree’s lecture-sermon drew 
attention to the need to challenge preconceived 
notions and unquestioned assumptions of 
educational research. What are your own 
notions and assumptions of educational 
research which you need to be aware of?  

2. In educational research in Singapore, have we 
over-emphasised traits such as diligence and 
relevance at the expense of other noteworthy 
traits such as truth, justice and beauty?  

3. How might you approach your educational 
research differently to incorporate the virtues of 
truth, justice and beauty? 

 

Reference 

Labaree, D. F. (2012). A sermon on educational 
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Historiography of Education, 2(1), 74-83.
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WHAT SCHOOLS CAN’T DO 
PROFSSOR DAVID F. LABAREE 

5 JANUARY 2017, LECTURE, NIE, SINGAPORE 

 

 
 

 

Introduction 

Professor Labaree began his lecture by emphasising 
how much he was enjoying his time in Singapore and 
figuring out how school systems work. He described 
education in Singapore as the “envy of the world”.   

While this lecture focused on specific challenges 
within the US context, there are nevertheless 
lessons to be learnt by other systems. Often, the 
focus is on what schools are required to do without 
the accompanying recognition of their limitations. 
Professor Labaree hopes to wean people away from 
the idea that schools have the answer to every social 
problem.  

Professor Labaree explained that the US has a long 
history of pinning their hopes on education as the 
way to realise and achieve compelling social ideals 
and solve challenging social problems. He referred to 

this phenomenon as the “American School 
Syndrome”. He however felt that schools are often 
expected to provide answers to difficult problems 
that are often beyond the scope of schools as these 
often require political solutions. When schools fail to 
accomplish these goals, further school reforms are 
introduced as a “fix”.    

Professor Labaree provided some background to this 
phenomenon. By the second half of the 19th century, 
the conservative governments of Germany and 
England moved to create social safety nets by setting 
up welfare states. The US instead, expanded 
schooling to deal with inequality where it was tasked 
to provide opportunities to stimulate the economy. 
By the 1900s, the average American completed over 
eight years of schooling with universal high school 
attendance achieved by the Second World War. 
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After the war, higher education opportunities were 
further expanded.  

 

Three Social Goals for Schooling  

Professor Labaree explained three broad social goals 
for schooling that are relevant to many countries, 
namely, democratic equality, social efficiency, and 
social mobility. However, these may be in direct 
conflict with one another. 

For the first goal of democratic equality, schools 
have been given the task of nurturing literate, 
competent, and confident people with the necessary 
skills to function as citizens of a country. Schooling 
provides shared experiences, which create a sense 
of civic community in the country. This is a political 
goal, where the country needs competent citizens to 
vote and schools can act as a unifying force. 

The second potential goal for schooling is that of 
social efficiency. This is an economic goal focusing on 
producing human capital. Thus, schools have the 

responsibility to educate future workers with the 
necessary skills to fulfil their jobs productively, 
efficiently, and competently to spur economic 
growth.   

The third broad social goal for schooling is social 
mobility, which is more individualistic. Social 
mobility is an individual goal where people are 
focused on getting and staying ahead in the social 
hierarchy to have greater advantage and privilege. 
Professor Labaree argues that schools have become 
places where people are allocated to social positions, 
which invariably creates more inequality. With 
meritocracy, people get better jobs by 
demonstrating their capacities in picking up skills in 
schools. Though parents can pass on wealth to their 
children, they are not necessarily able to pass on 
social positions. Thus, parents have to ensure that 
their children do well in school to have a better social 
advantage in obtaining better jobs.  

Professor Labaree illustrates these characteristics in 
the diagram below.

    

Characteristics of these goals for schooling 

 Democratic Equality Social Efficiency Social Mobility 

Aim to produce Citizens Workers Winners 

Approach to education Political Economic Individual / consumer 

Perspective of Citizen Taxpayer / Employer Student / Parent 

Education as public / 
private good Public  Public Private 

Value of education Use value Use value Exchange value 

Social function Socialization Socialization – 
allocation / selection Selection 

Equality / inequality Promote equality Adapt to inequality Promote social access / 
preserve social advantage 
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From this diagram, it must be pointed out that these 
goals share different perspectives. If education is 
viewed as a public good, then it is in everyone’s 
interest to have citizens who are highly productive 
and supportive of the nation both in terms of labour 
and tax contributions. However, if education is 
viewed as a private good, more schooling for an 
individual entails more advantages over job 
competitors. As a private good, schooling becomes 
one where not everyone gets ahead. As a system 
that creates differences, schooling also becomes 
more hierarchical. Thus, these perspectives reveal 
conflicting interests and challenges for different 
stakeholders and participants within the education 
system.  

 

Democratic Equality 

Professor Labaree argued that schools around the 
world have been most effective in their political 
mission than their economic or social mobility 
missions. Universal schooling arose to create the 
nation state by nurturing and enculturating citizens 
with civic values to create a community with shared 
experiences.   

However, he highlighted limitations of school in 
bringing about democratic equality. This is because 
community building has little to do with academic 
learning and that the importance of community 
building has declined over time as the nation state 
becomes more stable compared to when it was first 
formed.  

More important is the fact that schooling has 
aggressively promoted inequality, and one could 
argue that it has legitimised inequality. Where 
people do well based on talent, hard work, and 
achievements, they then believe that they “deserve” 
the best jobs available. The outcome becomes highly 
unequal where relative advantage keeps tightening 
up the more one moves ahead in higher education. 
Inequality is then not a side effect but a main effect 
of schooling. 

 

 

 

Social Efficiency 

Professor Labaree highlighted that social efficiency is 
the dominant political goal in education where the 
purpose is to create human capital to advance 
economic development. The basic argument is that 
academic learning leads to more productivity and 
economic growth. However, it is not clear that the 
expansion of education drives economic 
development. In the US, education expanded for 70 
years before there was any real economic value. 
During the Industrial Revolution in the 19th century, 
the average skills level required of the workforce 
was low as machines replaced skilled workers, and 
there was little demand for high-level cognitive skills. 
Though little schooling was required during that 
period, there was a massive expansion of education 
that was driven more by political than economic 
imperatives. It was only in the 1900s, when the 
economy required workers with cognitive skills, that 
schooling was seen as providing privileged access to 
better-paid jobs. Overall, however, it was political 
goals, not economic, that drove educational 
expansion in the US   

Professor Labaree argued that academic learning 
does not necessarily lead to GDP growth. Though 
numeracy and literacy are helpful for all workers to 
pick up new skills more quickly, it is not clear that 
higher scores on tests make people more productive. 
There is not a huge economic payoff for higher levels 
of education. And this is bearing in mind that basic 
literacy and numeracy is relatively inexpensive while 
higher education is very expensive. Professor 
Labaree thus questions this pervasive belief that 
more schooling equals more economic growth. 

 

Social Mobility 

Professor Labaree commented that many hope that 
schools will increase social mobility and social 
equality. However, he explained that the goals of 
education to equalise and reduce social inequality 
are incompatible with each other. He explained that 
when people move up to reach a higher level, they 
gain an advantage. However, those who are already 
at a higher level, lose their initial advantage unless 
they also find a way to move up. An individual’s gain 
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is someone else’s loss and this breeds resistance 
toward the ideals of social equality.  

Professor Labaree explained that jobs and schooling 
have risen in parallel. Having more education than 
one’s parents does not give a student any advantage 
because this is the same with one’s peers. While the 
average education levels and average occupational 
levels rise in absolute terms over time, people are in 
effect, “running to stay in place” as social mobility is 
a relative position. This is the “elevator effect” 
where both the floor and ceiling rise at the same 
time leaving social differences relatively unchanged 
despite increased access to education. 

 

Phases in the Historical Development of the 
American Educational System  

Further illustrating the “elevator effect”, Professor 
Labaree explained the phases of development of the 
American educational system.   

During the first phase, in response to popular 
demand for education and social opportunities, an 
inclusive common school system was set up for 
everyone in the community to attend school.  

In the next phase during the middle of the 19th 
century, there was a huge expansion of high schools 
due to a greater demand. By the turn of the 20th 
century, the high school became the new “zone of 
access and advantage”. However, for those who 
were already in this zone, it became ordinary 
schooling. This led to the creation of comprehensive 
high schools with different curriculum tracks. The 
new comers would go into the “lower tracks”, 
namely in vocational and industrial training, while 
the middle class pursued the more academic track, 
which led them to college as the new vantage zone.  

By the middle of the 20th century, more demand led 
to the huge expansion for college education, and this 
further doubled after the Second World War. 
College education became the norm and no longer 
an advantage. The next phase saw new types of 
colleges with different tracks, for example, 
community colleges, urban colleges, and regional 
state colleges. The “Ivy League” colleges, however, 
became the exclusive zones and maintained 
significant advantage.  

Professor Labaree shared that the US education 
system is extremely differentiated with varied 
outcomes and advantages at different levels. After 
college, many move on to graduate schools, which 
becomes the new zone of advantage with the 
college becoming the new “common school”.  

 

Impact of the Three Goals on Schooling in the 
US 

First, Professor Labaree argued that the three goals 
– democratic equality, social efficiency, and social 
mobility - have maintained a highly visible presence 
in political and educational rhetoric. In addition, 
schools have also expressed allegiance to these goals. 

Second, schools have adopted more of the form 
rather than substance of these three goals into their 
structures and processes. Democratic equality has 
continued to persist in the form of social studies 
classes, school assemblies, and the display of 
political symbols. Social efficiency has persisted in 
the form of vocational courses, career days, and 
standards-based testing with the aim of making 
people more productive. Social mobility is evident in 
the form of grades, course credits and degrees, 
which students accumulate as they move through 
the system, reinforcing the belief that meritocracy, 
exists. The problem is that everyone is moving up. In 
a way, schools have inadvertently played a part in 
creating a “fair system” for justifying inequality in 
the society. 

 

Question-and-Answer Session 

Associate Professor Mary Anne Heng served as 
moderator in the question-and-answer session that 
followed the lecture.  

Audience Member 1: The Singapore education 
system seems to accommodate all three goals. How 
compatible are these goals with one another? 

Professor Labaree: In general, schools try to 
accommodate all three goals though they are 
incompatible with one another. What is useful is to 
keep in mind that a school is almost never a singular 
focused institution. It tries to accomplish multiple 
goals, and thus becomes a continual juggling act that 
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is messy with in-built tensions. In a book entitled 
“God’s Choice”, Alan Peshkin, a pastor who is a 
headmaster of a fundamentalist Christian school in 
Illinois, preserves the faith, and buffers the school 
community from the dangers of the outside culture. 
Though the pastor’s actions seemed effective, it is at 
the expense of other important values beyond 
Christian values. Though schools in general attempt 
to accomplish a balance, it will produce both 
equality and inequality, and advantages and 
disadvantages. It is difficult to make education 
efficient and still help individuals to attain what they 
desire.    

Audience Member 2:  Would it be better to have 
more than one school system? Should different 
schools aim at different things? 

Professor Labaree: You can do that, though it may 
destroy the commonality and sense of community as 
schools become more segregated based on religion 
and social classes.  

Audience Member 3:  In Singapore, there is a 
problem of credential inflation. Are there alternative 
visions?  

Professor Labaree: The only way to control inflating 
credentials is to control the number of people who 
can attain higher degrees. This is however hard to do 
as you are cutting off opportunities and limiting how 
far an individual can progress. In the US, anyone can 
open a school. As such, we overproduce lawyers, 
doctoral degree holders and credential inflation 
reduces the relative value of degrees. Politically, 
imposing caps is a hard thing to do as people might 
go somewhere else to get what they want. 

Audience Member 4:  I come from a special 
education background and work with very young 
children. How do we bring back the focus on 
democratic equality, and balance conflicts between 
these three goals? 

Professor Labaree:  The move in Special Education is 
towards inclusion worldwide. In the US however, a 
pendulum swing goes back and forth between 
inclusion and selectivity. In the 1960s, the focus was 
on inclusion, equalising opportunities for girls and 
boys. In the 1980s, it was the rise of the standards 
movement and having high stakes tests to 

determine whether an individual deserves to be 
promoted or not. This increased social inequality. 
With the movement of “No Child Left Behind”, it has 
swung towards inclusion again. It is hard to find a 
nice and easy middle ground, because when you 
have tensions in what you are trying to accomplish, 
gains of inclusion cause disadvantages, problems, 
and deficiencies in other areas. Some tensions are 
not resolvable; we just manage them by shifting the 
emphasis over time in response to the issues.   

Audience Member 5:  Different goals may take 
priority at different times in Singapore, depending 
on context and situation. What helps educational 
reform to work in classrooms, and what hinders it? 

Professor Labaree:  The US has a radically 
decentralised school system that no one really 
controls. The control by the federal government is 
marginal. The local control is more central, and there 
are 13,000 school districts that control schools. 
Reform in this type of setting is fiendishly 
complicated and frustrating.  

Implementing reform in Singapore is easier as it is 
smaller and things are implemented quickly without 
a lot of opposition. Reforms may not necessarily 
work but they do get implemented. In the US, 
implementation is uncertain. Teachers close 
classroom doors and ignore the reforms, because if 
they do follow the reforms, it could actually be 
worse. In Singapore, closing the door is not really an 
option. The danger therefore is what are the 
unintended consequences of implementation of 
reforms? Will implementation of reforms be 
successful? If so, successful at what? Will reforms 
improve test scores and if so, will this be at the 
expense of other things? 

Audience Member 6:  What do you think teachers 
and education researchers can do to resist the 
notion that schools can fix all of society’s problems? 

Professor Labaree:  This is hard to do. How does a 
teacher figure out what they can manage? In the US, 
teachers still maintain a moderate degree of 
autonomy. It is less so now with all of the testing, 
though curriculum guidelines still do give teachers 
some wiggle room. I am not sure how much wiggle 
room a teacher has in Singapore. You cannot avoid 
playing the game if you want to be a teacher. You 
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cannot directly oppose and teach an entirely 
different curriculum than the one mandated. You 
may lose your job. However, it does not mean you 
have to follow all the guidelines. You have to do 
what is required, but you do what you can within the 
system constraints. Find whatever wiggle room you 
can. Develop a critical sensibility to what education 
is, what learning is, what can be explored, and 
accomplish the kind of education you want with your 
students that they might not receive from somebody 
else. 

 

Questions for Reflection 

1. Professor Labaree discussed three social goals of 
education, that of democratic equality, social 
efficiency and social mobility. Are these social 
goals equally evident in Singapore schools? 
What are some of the tensions that have arisen? 

How have schools managed some of these 
tensions?  

2. Is there an equivalent phenomenon of the 
“American School Syndrome” in Singapore 
schools? What are some things schools cannot 
do and should not be asked to do? What should 
schools instead focus more on?  

3. What is the purpose of schooling? What should 
be the goals of education? How can schools and 
educators be empowered to achieve these goals 
of education?   

 

Reference 
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THE PECULIAR PROBLEMS OF PREPARING                            
EDUCATIONAL RESEARCHERS: WHAT CAN NIE DO? 

PROFESSOR DAVID F. LABAREE 
5 JANUARY 2017, PANEL DISCUSSION, NIE, SINGAPORE 

 

 
 

 

Professor Labaree provided a synopsis of his Higher 
Degrees Distinguished Lecture entitled, “The 
Peculiar Problems of Preparing Educational 
Researchers” which was delivered on 4 January 2017. 
Panellists were invited to a dialogue on NIE’s role in 
preparing educational researchers through NIE’s 
higher degree programmes. The panel members 
comprised Associate Professor Mark Baildon, Head 
of Humanities and Social Studies Education; 
Associate Professor Jude Chua, Head of Policy and 
Leadership Studies; Associate Professor Deng Zongyi, 
Curriculum, Teaching and Learning; and Assistant 
Professor Suzanne Choo, English Language and 
Literature. The panel discussion was facilitated by 
Associate Professor Mary Anne Heng, Associate 
Dean, Graduate Studies and Professional Learning. 

  

Conflicting Worldviews and Cultural 
Orientations between Teacher-Practitioners 
and Academic Expectations of Graduate 
Programmes 

Associate Professor Baildon: You suggest that the 
“irreducible differences” in work roles assumed by 
teachers and researchers can be managed by 
explicitly acknowledging differences, seeing each as 
distinct but complementary, and developing hybrid 
programmes that encourage drawing on the 
practical wisdom of teaching to inform research. 
However, the academic standards to which doctoral 
students must submit seem to militate against this. 
Intellectual and analytical performance standards 
require reading, writing, talking, and thinking in 
ways that are quite alien and unnatural for many 
people. The discourses of the academy have also 
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been critiqued for being male, middle-class, white, 
Western, and so on.  

To what extent do you think these discourses and 
standards can be transformed to be more 
accommodating and respectful of teacher identities 
while maintaining intellectual rigour? 

Professor Labaree: That is going to be hard. One 
interesting phenomenon that you are raising here is 
that education professors are less able to show the 
arrogance that college professors are prone to 
because they have teacher experts in the room, and 
these accomplished professionals may well have 
more experience. Therefore, there is a nice 
moderating influence that undercuts some of the 
usual, “let me induct you into my world” approach. 
It forces a certain degree of compromise and 
accommodation to the perspectives in the room. I 
think that is healthy. The problem arises when 
professors resist doing that while trying to hold on 
to a disciplinary mode.  

That said, I don’t know if the divide really goes away 
— it is a different role, it is a different focus. I think 
the best we can work toward is to encourage people 
to pull both professional roles together in a way that 
can be quite productive.  

In education, we are forced to deal with the fact that 
we have issues of race and gender in ways that 
others do not. Teaching is one of the very few 
professions dominated by women, and so there 
tends to be more female graduate students in 
education schools than males. That already puts a 
kind of challenge in place, because the academic 
realm has long been such a white male phenomenon. 
It is harder to try to maintain this phenomenon when 
you are in an education classroom, and I think that is 
a healthy thing. 

Assistant Professor Choo: My question has to do 
with the public nature of educational research. 
When I was at Teachers College, Columbia University 
where I did my PhD, one of the things I observed was 
that many of my professors were public intellectuals. 
They wrote columns for New York Times.  

How important is it to make our research public? 
Should we encourage our students also to make 
their research public, so that their work is not just 

read by a community of scholars when they publish 
in journals, conferences, newspapers, and 
magazines? Would this be an important part of 
graduate training? How do students navigate the 
greater tension especially when many of them are 
on scholarships funded by the government, and their 
public discourse may be critical of public policies? 

Professor Labaree: Education is the quintessential 
public institute — publicly funded, publicly 
organised and controlled — a political creation. 
Therefore, the public element is there right from the 
very beginning. It is not a narrow technical field. It is 
a politically constructed institution that is very much 
under public control and of great interest to the 
public. So, it makes a lot of sense to be thinking in 
graduate school about not just teaching people to 
write journal articles for experts in the field, though 
the norms, constraints, and tenure process within 
universities, compel you to play that game.  

You have to do it. You have to work towards 
publications, which academics and reviewers regard 
as serious professional work, but you need to be 
“bilingual”. You can adopt the academic voice, but 
you need to keep this other voice, so that you can 
talk to school people in an understandable way, 
without using all the jargon and research 
methodologies like “R squared” and so on. You need 
to be able to speak to civilians, and this is particularly 
important in this highly public institution, where it 
should not be left to experts. It should be accessible 
to and influenced by the public. I think that is 
important. To think of yourself as a public 
intellectual, is a nice ideal.  

One word of caution about that: I get nervous when 
the public intellectual turns into an educational guru, 
who claims, “I have got the answers, and I know 
what we should do, and my research says that this is 
the correct policy and not that”. My sense is that this 
is almost never true. Research does not tell us what 
the right policy is. Policy is a value decision about 
what we are trying to accomplish. Researchers can 
be talking about what effect this or that has, but it is 
not something that can tell us what to do. It is not 
going to tell us how to live a good life. That is a 
philosophical choice you have to make that is not 
based on empirical evidence and a large database. 
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So, I get nervous when people try to draw on their 
academic authority to assert political positions 
about policy that really are not at all warranted by 
that role.  

Max Weber talked about that very nicely in Science 
of Vocation, about the danger of moving from being 
a scientist to the general authority with the power to 
dictate to others saying : “Listen to me, I know best”. 
I do not think academics should be setting policy. 
They should merely be informing policymaking. Our 
expertise is not in the normative domain. 

 

Singapore as a Pragmatic Society and the Issue 
of Presentism 

Associate Professor Baildon: There is a lot of 
emphasis on scholars at NIE to play a very pragmatic 
role, in terms of suggesting improvements for 
curriculum, teaching, and policy. That is one side of 
the coin — to add value to the system. Therefore, 
there is pressure to demonstrate that our research 
has relevance and value. The other side of the coin, 
I think is a question about what do you see is the role 
of a critical public intellectual scholar. What ideas or 
suggestions do you have for doing that sort of critical 
scholarship — either among faculty here at NIE, or 
with graduate students who want to question some 
of the assumptions and address some of the issues 
and problems that they are seeing in terms of 
curriculum and teaching practice. 

Professor Labaree: NIE is in a unique situation. If you 
think about a typical education school, you are one 
of many. Here, you are a solo act. You are the 
National Institute of Education; you are not one of 
them. The “N” in NIE is a very important factor here. 
It is not accidentally located there. This is not simply 
seen as a graduate school, it is also seen as an arm 
of the education ministry, and it is producing all of 
the teachers, and all of the research for the entire 
country. That is a big responsibility and it is difficult 
to dodge around that. In some ways, that is who you 
are.  

One constraint is academic speech: How much can 
you say? How critical can you be? I would hope you 
are allowed to be critical in a sense of pointing out 
where you see problems in government policy, and 

where you see unintended consequences that are 
dysfunctional, and outcomes that are not what 
people intended. Instead of saying, “down with the 
government” and this is a “bad policy”, which is not 
a particularly effective strategy, I think it is possible 
to say, “here is what the values are, and this is what 
we are trying to accomplish, and what the policy is 
trying to accomplish, but it seems that it is not doing 
that and it is actually doing something else. 
Therefore it is not just me contradicting your goal; it 
is me saying that your approach may not be that 
effective”. I think that is the way to deal with this; in 
a more constructive and less oppositional manner, 
but it is in some ways carrying out the same kind of 
function. 

Another pressure that NIE is under that other 
education schools are not, is the idea of being 
immediately useful. You have to produce something 
that we can use next year, or next month, and if it is 
not useful to us, why are you bothering with this? 
Why are we subsidising it? You do not have the 
luxury of a big buffer between you and the demands 
of the ministry, as would be the case in other 
countries, where there are multiple institutions like 
your own. A response to that is to say, “The urge to 
be relevant can make you irrelevant.” Trying to 
respond to the immediate demand can put you 
constantly in the process of solving yesterday’s 
problem. By the time, you roll something out, it has 
already moved on to something else.  

I think of the problems the US had with its vocational 
training programmes. We were training people for 
yesterday’s jobs. By the time students graduate, 
these skills were not needed anymore. They were 
trying to be relevant, but it ended up being useless 
in many ways. Therefore, I think one thing to do is to 
be able to make the case for why basic research is 
important — research that does not have an 
immediate application; research that explores the 
nature of the system, and the nature of teaching, 
learning, and school structures. This is to develop a 
broader base of knowledge that can become useful 
in the future for purposes that we do not even know 
right now. Universities are very good at this. One of 
their strengths is collecting answers to problems 
that do not exist yet. I think that happens only if 
there is a certain degree of relaxation of pressure 
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that says that at a certain degree, you really need to 
allow professors to play with ideas, and explore stuff 
that you may look at and ask, “What is the benefit of 
that?” Well, you do not know what the benefit is; we 
will see in time.  

I understand that is hard in a very efficiency-minded 
setting, but I think it is possible to make the case that 
basic research is incredibly important and useful. It 
is probably more productive even in simple 
economic terms than the applied research that 
seems more practical on the surface. In most 
countries, it is the national government that is the 
only one that is actually capable of and willing to 
have a long enough timeline to subsidise that kind of 
research. In the US, corporations do not want to do 
it. They will subsidise research that will turn around 
in a year or two, but basic research, not at all.  

It is a hard sell in an environment where people ask, 
“What is in it for us next year? I hope it does not drop 
us down in our PISA ratings.” I think it is possible. I 
think that is an argument you can make.  

Assistant Professor Choo: One of the problems with 
educational research is the problem of presentism. 
While students collect and analyse empirical data 
and consider various interventions to improve 
instructional practice, the focus is on problems 
occurring at present. What is often neglected is the 
importance of historicising knowledge. That is, 
students also need to know how curricula and 
pedagogical practices are contextualised within 
particular histories, movements and ideologies. How 
important is it to equip graduate students with 
knowledge of the history, and even philosophy, of 
their discipline? How much emphasis should be 
given to this in graduate programmes? 

Professor Labaree: I think that is very important. My 
approach as a historical sociologist has been to 
always ask, where did this come from? How did this 
evolve? How does that help us understand the way 
it works right now, and the dynamics moving 
forward that help us understand how the system 
responds to the various kinds of probes and 
prodding from the exterior. 

The school reform in itself is a kind of ongoing 
natural experiment. You learn about the beast by 
tinkering with it, and seeing what it does. How does 

it react to this, and how does it react to that? So, that 
is a process that builds up over time, and you build 
historical knowledge. You cannot intervene 
effectively in a system, unless you know what the 
system is, and why it is the way it is. You may not like 
the way it is, but it is there for a reason. What is the 
reason? What sort of forces pushed it in that 
direction? What dynamics is it responding to? What 
function is it serving right now? Even if those are 
functions you may not value, if you do not respond 
to the functions that are guiding it, then you are not 
going to be able to intervene intelligently. Therefore, 
I keep pushing students to slow down, and not try to 
change things, until you know what you are changing. 
You want to know the nature of the beast, before 
you try to domesticate it. You want to spend a lot of 
time to understand in a deep, rich way, how things 
work, or else you are going to be constantly 
unpleasantly surprised with unintended 
consequences every time you try to implement a 
new policy. 

 

The Purpose of Educational Research 

Associate Professor Deng: According to Aristotle, 
there are broad types of disciplines or fields of 
human inquiry, the theoretical (e.g., physics, 
mathematics, psychology), the practical (politics, 
ethics), and the productive (arts, designs, 
engineering). These three types of disciplines are 
different in purpose of inquiry, subject matter, 
method or mode of inquiry, and final product. Each 
discipline is unique for what counts as relevant 
inquiry, and how theory is related to practice. Is 
educational research a theoretical, practical, or 
productive endeavour? What might these different 
perspectives on educational research mean for the 
relevance of research, and to the theory-practice 
relationship? 

Professor Labaree: I have always had trouble sorting 
out the Aristotelian distinctions, because they seem 
to blur together in my head. What is the difference 
between practical and productive? Theories can be 
generating very practical and productive outcomes, 
and they can be blurred together. Educational 
research has many different components. Part of it 
is like a social engineering project. However, I would 
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try to avoid that as much as possible. I do not want 
to be the social engineer, because it seems to be 
saying that I am engineering someone else’s choice, 
and my job is to just make the system work better. 
That seems like an abdication of human values and 
purposes completely, as if my job is to be an efficient 
tool, at someone else’s behest. 

What kind of things are we actually trying to do here? 
Part of what we are looking at is not just how things 
work, but the visions of education. What is 
embedded in how things work? How is that sorted 
out over time? Why do some visions pop up with 
prominence here, and not there? What are the 
implications of pursuing one vision over the other? 
To try to get you out of the engineer role, you have 
to start thinking, engineering for what?  

One way is to start thinking about the end goals. The 
theoretical may be a way to get a handle on both — 
to try to step back and ask how I theorise the ways 
in which different conceptions of schooling have 
risen and fallen over the years. How do I theorise 
about how things work? How is it that we come to 
think that how things work is the most important 
thing to be focussing on, instead of what we are 
working for? I think educational research is all of 
those. It is a little dangerous if it resolves itself into 
just one — if it is just pure theorising cut off from 
consequences, if it is pure engineering cut off from 
purposes, if it is pure speculation about purposes 
without thinking about how things happened and 
how they work. I think we are trying to do all of those. 
The key thing is that none of us can do all of those. 
That is why we have colleagues, and that is why we 
have an institution, so that we can work on different 
pieces of this problem and focus more on one or the 
other. It is putting them altogether that really make 
the powerful enterprise. 

Associate Professor Chua: I like the way David 
describes the transition of a school teacher into a 
researcher and I would agree that education is very 
normative as it is about what should be done. I 
would describe the transition in a slightly different 
way. When I am thinking of the lived experience of 
the school teacher and the lived experience of a 
researcher doing a PhD and masters, in my sense, I 
think it is the other way around. It may have to do 

with our understanding of what normative means. 
We think of normative as dealing with what should 
be done. There are two kinds of “oughts”. There is, 
“How should you start the car?” There is the other 
ought, which is the ethical ought as in “How should 
you do certain things?” meaning whether it is right 
or wrong. I think the distinction is important. 

I remember myself as a school teacher in a high 
functioning school for a number of years. When I 
think of my experience as a school teacher, it was 
very functional in thinking about what to do with 
policies in school. It was a very theoretical and 
technical rationality. When I entered the university, 
it changed the way I view things. I would like to 
quote Martin Heidegger who talks about the lived 
experience as finding meaning in life. In order to find 
the normative in the ethical sense, one needs to live 
in temporality. This is a bit hard for social science to 
identify. Being a graduate student helps puts you 
into a comportment that appreciates your 
temporality within those 7 years, and helps you think 
about what truly matters. The experience of being in 
a doctoral programme sets you up to being more 
ethically normative. I see the tension in the 
university (i.e., being both a teacher and researcher). 
What do you think about that? 

Professor Labaree: I love philosophers who always 
take something and flip things upside down. 
Teachers have a lot of means-ends technical 
decisions to make and cannot sit back to reflect. In 
academic life, we have the luxury to step back and to 
think about things. This frees one from the 
mechanical stuff. An academic can assert that 
something is important that is not at all obvious to 
others. Teachers coming into doctoral study 
somehow have this nice experience of exploring 
something in class they have always wanted to know. 
I am acknowledging the complexity of the 
normative-analytical demand and when one starts 
delving into the scholarly life, its irrationality 
becomes all the more apparent. 
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Comments from Teacher Educators and 
Researchers at NIE 

Audience Member 1: I am a part-time student in the 
Doctor in Education programme at NIE. You talk a lot 
about how doctoral students have the luxury of time 
while away from school, but many of us here are 
part-time students, and having to be at work in 
school in the day, and come to the university in the 
evenings means we have less time than we have 
ever had before. What are some of the challenges 
associated with that, other than the practical 
challenges? What are the opportunities in terms of 
bridging that gap between seeing research as 
something that happens just at the university, and 
something that might be separate from school? 
Alternatively, is there a possibility for part-time 
students to serve as a bridge between the two? 

Professor Labaree: When I started teaching at 
Michigan State University, most of the doctoral 
students were part-time, so I can remember what 
that experience was like. It is a huge challenge. I 
remember having to teach night classes to people 
who have been teaching all day, and are trying to 
keep awake — that is a challenge in itself.  

Nevertheless, there are several advantages. One is 
that it certainly arms you against crossing 
completely and adopting the researcher perspective, 
and rejecting the teacher perspective, because you 
keep going back to that every day. It empowers you 
to be thinking much more about this as two different 
parts of yourself — two different identities you play 
— and that can be productive in ways that full-time 
students do not experience, because they are 
making the transition from one to the other, while 
you are constantly going back and forth all day. It is 
an iterative process, not one way to the other. I think 
that is a plus. It can help you in the classroom by 
thinking about stuff that you cannot do as a teacher, 
and trying to think how is the stuff you are reading 
helpful in understanding what is going on, and in 
understanding the problems you are dealing with. In 
addition, if it is not helpful, then what is its value? It 
gives you a basis for pushing back against theories 
that seem to be unwarranted in experience. It can 
also help you think about your role, to step back and 
look at your role in a broader context, and to start 

thinking about what you are doing as a case of 
something bigger. That can be a nice feeling, 
because you have a sense of being part of a larger 
scheme, rather than the feeling sometimes of 
isolation teachers can feel in the classroom — it is 
just you and them, and the school is not very helpful 
to you. However, here is potentially a lifeline, giving 
you other ways of understanding this, and a bunch 
of people who are in the same position as you are in. 
That can be a rich environment for learning. That 
maybe, makes it worth the fact that you are devoting 
all your waking hours to it. 

Audience Member 2:  What are your thoughts about 
the fact that schools of education, like at NIE, have 
faculty members who are from very diverse 
disciplines. Do you see advantages or disadvantages 
in such diversity within the same school of education? 
I ask this because there is this war for talents, and as 
universities seek to recruit the best, talents can go 
anywhere. What are advantages of having all these 
diverse faculty members within a school of 
education, rather than within discipline specific units? 

Professor Labaree: Universities love to talk about 
how we need to be more interdisciplinary. 
Disciplinary departments are often rather 
balkanised in their own little domains. In my own 
university, they kept generating all kinds of 
initiatives from the President’s Office to promote 
inter-disciplinarity, with some success. However, 
when you look at it, it is professional schools that are 
the interdisciplinary units on campus, and the ones 
that have been enduring. The reason they endure is 
that they are there not to exist in order to be 
interdisciplinary. They have to be interdisciplinary to 
deal with a professional domain that cannot be 
understood just from the point of view of psychology, 
or history, or philosophy, or economics. You have to 
put all the pieces together, and so you need a rich 
array of perspectives to make sense of it. Therefore, 
it is a naturally interdisciplinary environment, which 
makes it a very stimulating place to be.  

In a disciplinary department, the discipline is in the 
foreground, and the subject you are studying is way 
in the background. If you were in Sociology, you 
would be able to teach a course on Education maybe 
once every couple of years, but if you were in 
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Education, the professional domain is in the centre, 
and the disciplinary approaches are more in the 
background, I find that a richer discussion, because 
you are zeroing in on the substance, rather than the 
method.  

A disciplinary method, as a unity factor, has a certain 
degree of sterility to it, in my experience. It is a richer 
conversation if you are all talking about the same 
thing from different angles providing a rich kind of 
coherence, rather than all using the same method to 
talk about different things. That is not much of a 
unity, but a scattering. It is a problem 
organisationally, because nobody can agree on what 
good research is. How are we going to hire 
somebody when someone thinks there is no way 
that is research?  

Every time somebody is up for tenure, we have 
discussions where these different worldviews are 
clashing in public. It is potentially problematic. You 
can have huge fights over simply methodology alone 
— quantitative versus qualitative, critical race 
theory versus the world — they all come out. 
However, I find it is a much richer place to be for 
faculty members. It is fun to be surrounded by 
people with all these different things going on. What 
we share in common is a real passionate interest in 
Education. That is really nice — a real source of 
convergence. You can really have conversations 
around that. It is hard to have conversations around 
method all the time.  

Audience Member 3:  In certain journals or circles, it 
is very important that teachers make explicit in their 
writing, their identities and political orientations, say 
whether they are a feminist or post-structuralist 
scholar, whereas in other journals, this is 
discouraged. What is your take on that? To what 
extent should students be explicit about their 
identity? Should they articulate their reflections 
about their teacher identity in their dissertations 
and journal articles? 

Professor Labaree: I would make a distinction 
between the identity and theoretical ideological club 
membership. You do not want to mask your identity, 
as scholarly writing is a form of expression. Scholarly 
writing is a part of who you are. It is not some 
disembodied thing. That is the reason I encourage 

students to avoid writing in the passive voice, and to 
use the first person, to remind people that they are 
not robots.  

However, I do get nervous about people raising a flag, 
saying this is the particular way we do things for this 
particular kind of research, and so the only way you 
can analyse this is within our paradigm — anything 
else would be illegitimate. I do not think that is good 
at all. In Education, we have too many niche journals 
that are club journals, where we all agree on certain 
elements, and we all approve each other’s work, and 
we do not let other views in. That is not healthy at 
all. 

On the other hand, it is hard when you are in an 
interdisciplinary field, to get past reviewers who look 
at this and say, “What is that?” and “Oh no, not 
postmodernism again!” I have trouble with that. 
When you are reading for general journals, it is hard 
not to have your personal prejudices come into play. 
I find it increasingly difficult to be published through 
the peer review process, because I have trouble 
getting past those filters. Therefore, raising the flag 
seems to be the wrong way to go about that. 

Audience Member 4: You talk about different 
worldviews. I think we are shifting very quickly from 
debates about paradigm wars, to debates about 
relevance. How is your research relevant to policy 
and practice? Research relevance is now becoming 
the universal discourse at universities, and is a very 
contestable issue that we are all facing. The UK has 
a research excellence framework pegging all 
universities to impact factors. Universities have to 
show evidence of impact or they are not going to 
receive funding. This relevance discourse is going to 
become a very big problem for us. As a university 
and as educational researchers in particular, what do 
we do? 

Professor Labaree: The relevance issue is rising high. 
I have colleagues in the UK, where the impact factor 
thing is huge, in terms of how people are evaluated. 
It really makes me nervous. It is a kind of narrowing 
of research that is sort of what we are doing with 
education right now — narrowing the educational 
process to learning Science, Math, and Language, 
and in a manner that is testable on a mass scale on a 
certain level. That is when everything else is like, 
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who cares? Research that is irrelevant and that 
cannot demonstrate social impact right now is 
irrelevant. That is scary. I understand where it comes 
from. I understand the need to ask why we should 
subsidise scholars to play with ideas and explore 
stuff that we cannot see any way we can ever use. I 
understand that money is short. I understand that 
there are other demands on time, so why subsidise 
thinking? 

Subsidising thinking is really a very efficient process. 
It really does pay off. Compelling people to explore 
the most relevant topics is I think the most myopic 
in the literal sense. You are short sighted. You have 
to pull the book right up to your face to be able to 
read it, and when you are doing that, you are 
ignoring everything around it. I think the danger of 
that push on relevance, is that it forces you to 
narrow your research to the extent that what you 
can find is so limited as to be irrelevant. The push to 
relevance creates irrelevant or invalid research. The 
broader context may be the most important factor. 
The historical evolution of this may be the most 
important part to understanding that, but if you are 
not looking at that, your research is not going to 
have any impact at all, and it is going to be irrelevant. 
Therefore, the danger is in simply giving in to that 
pressure or not trying to push back. That is the 
danger that is going to put us into a spiral of 
irrelevance, in the name of relevance. We need to 
make the case for why basic research is important. 
How it may be that instead of tightening, we loosen 

the reigns that generates outcomes that are more 
productive. However, this may be hard to justify in 
terms of budget planning. 

Paradoxically though, it may be a reason that 
universities work best when they are relatively 
opaque. The more transparent we are, the less 
anybody is going to want to subsidise what we do, 
because it seems to be so ridiculously irrelevant. I 
think opacity is very important. The current push to 
make higher education more transparent is I think 
total death. 

Yet, it is tolerance to all kinds of research that allows 
the magical stuff to emerge from nowhere. Nobody 
would have ever sent out a proposal for a project, 
saying we want somebody to work on this. It just 
happened! And that is productive, relevant and 
actually useful, but again it is hard to make that case. 

 

Question for Reflection 

How can educational researchers carry out their 
research and fulfil their moral and social 
responsibilities at the same time?   
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Introduction 

In his lecture entitled “The Trouble with Educational 
Schools in the US,” Professor Labaree outlined the 
challenges education schools in the US face. 

While educators in Singapore and NIE are highly 
respected within the local context and culture, 
education schools in the US have become 
diminished, where their ability to play their role 
effectively has been undermined. Although the 
context is American, the lessons can be relevant for 
countries elsewhere. It seems that for education 
schools, criticisms can come from everywhere such 
as reformers, policy makers, teachers, and even 
from ourselves. Professor Labaree’s lecture thus 
explored how this situation transpired to be.  

 

 

Market Pressures of the Past 

Professor Labaree began by highlighting that 
education schools are shaped by market pressures. 
He described their beginnings as “teacher factories” 
when the US embarked on large-scale public school 
reform. The number of students attending public 
school jumped significantly in a very short time and 
as a result, there was a need to recruit and educate 
quickly a large number of teachers. 

These education schools did not start as part of any 
university. Instead, they were normal schools 
providing teacher education programmes that held 
large numbers of students according to low 
standards as a hasty response to the massive 
number of teachers needing to be educated. 
Education schools were faced with a dilemma. They 
could either be a model of quality pedagogy with 
high professional standards and be bypassed – or 
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they could grow to meet the demand of the newly 
emerging public school systems. They chose the 
latter. 

As more students attended high school, there was 
increased demand for accessible higher education 
opportunities. Professor Labaree argued that many 
who enrolled in teacher education were not actually 
interested in becoming teachers. Instead, teachers’ 
colleges became a form of cheap higher education. 
It was a “people’s college” more than a “teachers’ 
college”. The result was an eventual evolution of 
normal schools into teachers’ colleges, which then 
became state colleges, and subsequently general-
purpose universities. This resulted in teacher 
education being marginalised within its own 
universities.  

 

Market Pressures of the Present 

Professor Labaree argued that market pressures 
continue to undercut both the status and the role of 
education schools in the US today. The demand for 
teachers continues with 15% of all college graduates 
in the US entering teacher education programmes. 
This begs the question of why the duration and 
rigour of teacher education programmes cannot be 
increased.  Professor Labaree outlined the fact that 
there continues to be demand for more teachers 
than education schools can provide. Teacher 
education programmes, such as Teach for America, 
have been developed to place young men and 
women directly into some of the most challenging 
classrooms in the US, with limited training as 
educators, as these positions can be so difficult to fill.  

Professor Labaree argued that challenges to 
increasing the duration and intensity of teacher 
education programmes in the US are exacerbated by 
pressures caused by this high demand for teachers. 
He highlighted how education schools draw large 
numbers of students at relatively low costs, and thus 
remain a “cash cow” for universities. In addition, 
education schools provide practical inducement for 
students to major in “impractical” subjects like 
History or English. Thus, without the practical option 
of becoming a teacher, students would most likely 
not spend a large amount of money on a degree that 
would not provide them with a viable vocation. He 

argued that many disciplinary departments found in 
universities have a stake in education. They 
depended on education to give a reason for majoring 
in that subject area because one could always teach 
it. This made the vocationally useless departments 
look useful. Professor Labaree suggested that music 
departments, for example, would die without 
education departments. These are a few of the 
reasons why the current model has a lot of support 
even if it is not always held in high regard.  

 

Serving Stigmatised Populations 

Professor Labaree argued that education schools 
suffer from low status in relation to other 
professional schools as a result of their history of 
serving stigmatised populations that include women, 
the working class and children.  

Teaching has been traditionally defined as women’s 
work, both in ideological and practical terms (i.e., 
the fit of women’s role in education). As a result, 
teacher education schools have been considered 
less prestigious than schools for predominantly male 
professions. 

In addition, teaching became known as the 
archetypal entry-level middle class job. Medicine 
and law were always seen as male jobs, but the type 
of education required for access to these jobs put 
them out of the reach of most working class kids. 
Despite modest pay and little chance for 
advancement, teaching was particularly attractive to 
the working class as it was a middle class role that 
was the most accessible for working class students. 
Professor Labaree also argued that the low status of 
teacher education is a result of the types of clients it 
serves – children. Even within teaching, there are 
different levels of prestige associated with the age 
and academic level of the children one teaches.  

The language of teaching is meant to be easily 
accessible to students and children. Teachers teach 
the types of skills and language to students that 
every regular adult has, thus giving the impression 
that teaching is not such a “big deal”. Education 
schools are associated with practitioners of 
mundane intellectual tasks without being true 
masters of the discipline. Being a teacher is 
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academic in the pejorative sense of the word. 
Teachers are thus the most visible group of 
intellectual workers in the US, but being too 
accessible implies the lack of elevation in their status.  

 

Status and Value of Knowledge 

The types of knowledge provided and emphasised 
by education schools are valued differently by other 
academic disciplines. For example, there is the 
distinction between “soft” and “hard disciplines” in 
academic disciplines. While “hard” knowledge refers 
to physics, mathematics or science, and “soft” as the 
harder-to-quantify disciplines like music and 
humanities, education is considered by many to be 
the softest. Education also deals overwhelmingly 
with applied knowledge, but in academia, pure 
knowledge is valued over applied knowledge. There 
are then consequences associated with the type of 
knowledge that education focuses on. “Hard” 
knowledge that involves difficult to access jargon 
makes people feel that such expertise is valuable 
and rare.  

This leads to the notion of the metaphorical ivory 
tower that is built on increasingly higher floors to 
keep outsiders out. Then there is the soft-applied 
knowledge of education that Professor Labaree 
argues is ‘rural’ and divergent. Being diffused, 
transdisciplinary, easy to access and non-esoteric, it 
is merely seen as knowledge for everyone at a 
general level.  

He emphasised how in education, academic 
domains cross over. In other fields they do not. 
Professional schools are applied fields, like medical 
school, but are grounded in hard knowledge. The 
humanities deal with soft knowledge but operate in 
a pure realm and are not applied. But education 
involves soft and applied knowledge – the least 
valued of all as it feels like everyone can do it.  

There are different values associated with different 
types of knowledge. American higher education 
seems to stress exchange value over use value - in 
terms of knowledge. Although exchange of 
knowledge may not be of practical use, it can be 
exchanged for a mark, credit, degree, job, money or 
even status. Knowledge with exchange value 

emphasises form over content and usable 
credentials over usable knowledge. After all, degrees 
are awarded based on credit hours and not 
necessarily learning, while jobs are awarded based 
on diplomas, and not necessarily skills. Being aware 
of this paradox, students focus on acquiring 
educational commodities such as grades, credits and 
degrees. This implies that universities must place a 
value on exchange knowledge by marketing their 
credentials where they need to establish a high 
exchange value for the degrees they confer in order 
to maintain their brand and public standing. Thus, 
university rankings are an obsession in the US, and 
unfortunately, learning outcomes become 
marginalised. Instead, rankings measure the 
prestige of the university branding resulting in the 
stress on hard and pure research over teaching 
because it is easy to measure. 

Knowledge valuation in US universities thus poses an 
interesting problem for education schools. 
Education schools are useful to have around in terms 
of their cheap cost and support they give to other 
departments on campus. They also get credit from 
the government for providing public service in 
developing teachers. However, education schools 
risk damaging the brand of the university with their 
perceived lack of rigour and prestige. Thus, some 
universities have gone so far as to drop their 
education faculties. 

Educational disciplines thus have negative 
consequences for education schools. These include 
a low status within the university, weak authority 
within education and educational policymaking, 
pressures to transform education schools into pure 
research institutions, and a sense that the field of 
education is never really getting anywhere. The 
nature of educational research and educational 
knowledge means that we are constantly re-thinking 
things (e.g., coming up with new initiatives in terms 
of programmes or teaching strategies). This leaves 
researchers feeling like they are working very hard 
but never getting anywhere as they are not 
accumulating authoritative knowledge. Professor 
Labaree suggested that if Sisyphus was a scholar, his 
field would have been education. 
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However, despite the many challenges, educational 
knowledge also has positive consequences for 
educational schools. Education after all has the 
relative freedom from consumer pressures, 
disciplinary boundaries, and hierarchical restraints. 
It also has the ability to speak to a general audience, 
and that many have a personal stake in the success 
of education. Thus, education school’s failure at the 
status game may after all be to its credit.   

 

Teaching is a Difficult Job  

Still, it must be emphasised that the peculiar nature 
of teaching makes it an incredibly difficult job. 
Teachers’ so-called “clients” are their students 
where teachers need the wilful compliance of their 
clients to do their job effectively. Success is 
dependent on student learning and not just on what 
or how one teaches. To make the situation even 
more challenging, teachers have to motivate 
students who are in effect, conscripts. Students have 
to be at school and most have no choice. Thus, they 
are clients whose cooperation the teacher needs. 
Since you cannot force people to learn, the power of 
a teacher is relatively little without the cooperation 
of the students. Teachers must find ways to engage 
students and develop relationships with students so 
that they want to learn and are willing to learn what 
the teacher wants to teach. This is a difficult task that 
it is not technical but a personal and relational task.  

However, the relationship between teacher and 
student is fraught with challenges. Teachers must 
develop a teacher persona and use this personality 
to draw students into the learning process while 
maintaining a distance as the leader of the class. 
They need students to like them, to fear them, or 
both. They need to develop a classroom culture that 
will facilitate learning for all, and they must do this 
on their own. Thus, facing limited support in these 
challenges, teachers tend to work in isolation in 
separate classrooms. This is where teachers find 
themselves grossly outnumbered by the conscripts 
in their classroom.  

In addition, teaching itself involves a certain level of 
uncertainty. What works? Teaching has no hard and 
fast rules. Doctors, for example, can follow 
“standard medical practices”. However, what are 

the standard practices for educational practice? 
Education has rules of thumb, but not rules. There is 
no fixed technical basis or core to the profession of 
a teacher. Even determining the identity of the client 
is uncertain in teaching. Is it the student? The parent?  
The Education Ministry? The School Board? The 
broader public? Who are teachers responsible to? 
Who are they trying to please? Professor Labaree 
suggests that the complex answer to this question is, 
“Everybody, but nobody”. This is where education 
has contradictory goals that includes the production 
of informed citizens, the economic development of 
the nation, the reduction in inequality, or the 
provision of social mobility so that students can get 
ahead in life. Teaching is thus a balancing act with 
unclear and contradictory goals. Furthermore, the 
difficulties are compounded as teachers have a very 
short time to accomplish all of these.  

 

Teaching is a Job that Looks Easy 

Despite being an incredibly difficult job, teaching is a 
job that looks easy. Apprenticeship for becoming a 
teacher seems to be an apprenticeship of 
observation where it appears that the type of skills 
and knowledge teachers require looks quite ordinary. 
It is also assumed that if one knows the subject, one 
can teach it. The difficulty in teaching lies in the 
paradoxical need to give away education expertise 
where teachers have the unusual profession and 
task to make themselves increasingly redundant. 
Thus, a good teacher ends up stepping out of the 
way to facilitate students to perform by themselves. 
However, students may end up thinking, “I can do 
that. Why did I need the teacher in the first place?”  

 

Education Schools Walk the Border between 
Theory and Practice 

Education schools walk along an intellectual (theory 
and practice) and institutional (university and school) 
minefield. A university’s traditional area of expertise 
is theory. It focuses on generalisation and 
explanation, and on universal applications set apart 
from particular contexts. Yet, the school’s area of 
expertise is practice where teachers must focus on 
the immediate demands of the situation embedded 
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in a local context. Education schools thus act as a 
border crossing between these two institutions. 
There is a need for fluid interaction between 
universities and schools, and those working in 
education schools need to be equally skilled in both 
domains. 

This is tough terrain, Professor Labaree argued, with 
education schools being shelled from both sides. 
From the university side, they are attacked for 
dealing with knowledge that is too soft, applied and 
lacking in rigor. From the school side, they are 
criticised for being too theoretical, academic and 
enmeshed in university life. Professor Labaree 
argues that it is valiant to try to work in this space, 
but as the domain of educational researchers, it is a 
hard space to work in where neither side gives a lot 
of credit to. 

 

The Trouble with Education Schools – Where 
Does This Leave us? 

Education schools continue to train large numbers of 
teachers with arguably low quality programmes in 
terms of the length of time, depth of programme, 
and teachers’ abilities for the challenges they will 
face in schools. They are guilty – as requested. It is 
essential to note that education schools in the US 
have done what they have been asked of them. This 
may not be admirable, but it is understandable. 

Professor Labaree stated that it does not pay to be a 
parvenu in the university status order. Education 
started outside of the university and worked its way 
into it – it was a latecomer. Education schools have 
a status problem and there is a circular quality about 
it. They have been demeaned because they were 
and are weak in the terms of length of time and 
depth of teacher training. Much of this low status 
has arisen from historical reasons that are now long 
gone. However, this low status offers education 
schools no protection from an acid rain of abuse that 
never allows them to turn away. There is an umbrella 
effect working for more prestigious parts of higher 
education that leaves education schools standing 
bareheaded.  

Professor Labaree is not all negative in his 
assessment of the state of education schools in the 

US. He goes as far as to suggest that, in some ways, 
education schools have been doing things right and 
that, in an odd way, the rest of the university could 
learn from this model. However, this seems unlikely. 
Education schools have demonstrated how hard it is 
to integrate theory and practice, along with how 
little credit you get from trying. 

As a result, the model of the education school – 
whatever its apparent merits – is one that others 
should avoid like the plague!   

 

Question-and-Answer Session 

Assistant Professor Hairon Salleh served as 
moderator in the question-and-answer session that 
followed the lecture. 

Audience Member 1: What can other areas of the 
university learn from a faculty of education? 

Professor Labaree: Let us take the example of 
medicine. Prestige comes from its grounding in hard 
science, but it is the clinical experience that matters 
more. It is much less a matter of science, than 
figuring out – drawing out of the patient – what is 
wrong. In many ways, this is like dealing with a 
student in the classroom. Doctors need to develop 
the kinds of soft and interaction skills that teachers 
need to develop to do their job well. In medical 
education, you have a bunch of physicians having to 
teach other physicians. However, the teaching of 
medicine is different from the doing. 

Despite other areas of the university being able to 
benefit from what education schools have to offer, 
they are unlikely to ask. Other departments in the 
university might consider this stooping too low in 
some ways. 

What is our thing here? What is special about 
education schools? Pedagogy is one thing we own. 
However, what is this peculiar expertise? We may 
develop curriculum, but the subject matter is owned 
elsewhere. Pedagogical content knowledge is our 
zone of expertise – but what is it? Nobody else does 
this. We need to define who we are so that we are 
not just a derivative of the subject matter 
departments. Knowing your math does not make 
you a good math teacher. Once they try teaching, 
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people learn that there is something important 
there, that there is a level of expertise that they need 
– but this is hard to sell to people upfront. 

Audience Member 2: Most of the education schools 
in the US are in the state universities rather than 
private universities. Why is that? 

Professor Labaree: Private universities do tend to 
have them, but they tend to be small. At Stanford 
University, there are approximately 150 teacher 
students a year. Eastern Michigan University has 
2500 teacher candidates a year. The numbers are 
clearly higher and bigger at the lower prestige 
universities. This is partially because the state has an 
interest in making sure there are enough teachers 
out there. The private universities are more nervous 
about preserving their prestige. Teacher preparation 
happens the most where people are doing the least 
research, and this is not a good thing. The 
disjuncture there may not be healthy and needs to 
be considered. 

Audience Member 3: Looking at other educational 
phenomena in other nation states helps us to see 
something new that may apply to our own context. 
What is knowledge and what is profession? In China, 
historically, teaching professions are respected and 
believed to be one of the most prominent 
professions. Playing with the idea of how culture 
drives the difference between knowledge and 
culture, what are your thoughts? 

Professor Labaree:  There are huge differences 
around the world in regard to the esteem in which 
teaching is held. Culture plays a huge role and there 
are big cultural differences that are interesting to 
explore. The US is the opposite of Confucian 
philosophy. The US values doing rather than thinking. 
In the US, being an intellectual is often seen as 
negative rather than positive. 

In the US, teaching is a mass occupation involving a 
huge number of people. Lack of selectivity makes it 
look not terribly professional. It is organised as a 
public service job. You are an employee of the state 
and of the public school system. You do not have 
professional control over it. The education ministry 
does, or the school board does. It has always been 
an institutionalised salaried position, rather than a 
fee for service position. Fee for service is different 
from salaried. Fee for service establishes your 
independence. Teaching has some characteristics 
that make it difficult for educators to establish the 
kind of autonomy over their profession that other 
professions have been able to do over the years. 

 

Questions for Reflection 

1. What is the level of respect accorded to 
educators and teacher educators in Singapore? 
What are some ways in which NIE can continue 
to cultivate a culture of respect for our 
educators and educational researchers? 

2. How can other faculties or schools of the 
university learn from education schools? What 
opportunities are there for cross-discipline and 
faculty collaboration?  

3. Professor Labaree highlights just how 
challenging it can be to integrate theory and 
practice. How could teachers go about 
establishing their professional expertise?  
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