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tesearch tend to overlook or subsume explicit academic content -in their
studics of classrooms, focusing instead on such things as the hidden curric-
ulum, patterns of social interaction, or ideological conflicts in srghuuls. 'I'IlFsc
topics seem to be of secondary interest to many mathematics education
rescarchers. (There are, of course, exceptions in both “camps.” See, for
example, Bishop, 1985, and Bishop 8 Nickson, 1983, in mathematics ed-
ucation and Erickson, 1982, in cducational anthropology. However, | be-
licve that divergence is the general trend.)

Although some might arguc that this division of labor is appropriate or
even desirable, | ind myself increasingly uncomfortable with it because there
seems to be so little communication between the two camps. Rescarchers in
one canp rarely build upon or even cite the work of thase in the other. This
fack of cross-fertilization is curious indeed when one considers what could
be gained by it. Educational researchers wishing to use open-ended research
designs to study topics such as student achicvement or teacher beliefs—
wopics traditionally investigated throngh experimeal or survey designs—
couldl find their case strengthenee and a varicty of methods explicated in
the writings of ethnographers over the past 60 years (sce Denzin, 1978;
Goetz & LeCompte, 1984; Pelta & Pelto, 1974; Spradley, 1979, 1980},
Those educational researchers interested in the impact of social context on
mathematics education could find much of relevance in the ethnographic
literature (sc¢ Anyon, 1980, 1981a, 1981b; Cole & Scribner, 1974; Lave,
1977, 1982, 1985). On the other side of the coin, educational anthropolo-
gists would find detailed information about students’ cognitive processing
of mathematics problems (Behr, Wachsmuth, Post, & Lesh, 1984; Carraher
& Schlicmann, 1985; Fischbein, Deri, Nello, 8 Marino, 1985} and about
teacher and student attitudes toward mathematics (Cooncy, 1985; Thoemp-
son, 1984) in the mathemarics education rescarch literature,

The tack of communication derives, | believe, from (he Tact that cach
group speaks a distinct research language. Lach poses its wajor research
questions differemly and pursues different goals through reseasch. For ex-
ample, research guestions in mathematics educaion tend 1o he derivatives
of the gencral question: How can mathematics teaching and learning be
improved? The main goals of the rescarch are descriptive and prescriptive:
1o identify psychological, psychusocial, or instructional factors amd pro-
cesses that affect mathematics education and then to design and implement
treatments to achicve better results, In contrast, research questions posed
by educational anthropologists interested in mathcmatics tend to take the

general form: Why is mathematics teaching and learning occurring in this
way in this setting? The goals are descriptive and theoretical: to identify the
sociocultural processes that constitute mathematics education in a particular
setting and to make scnse of this configuration through the development,
madification, or adoption of theories of culture and sacial relations.
The questions and goals derive, in turn, from diflerent underlying as-

Margaret A, Eisenhart 101

sumptions about human nature in general and the educational process in
particular {(Cole & Scribner, 1976). Most educational rescarchiers have been
trained in the teadition of experimental psychology. Thus, they are accus-
tomed to assuming that the development of cognitive skills is central 10
human development, that these skills appear in a regular sequence regardless
of context or content, that valid constructs of skill developmient {its ante-
cedents, processes, and consequences) exist, and that these constructs can
be used across people, settings, and time to obtain consistent measures of
development. Schools tend to be viewed as quasi-laboratories where the
students’ environment can be constrained to promote the development of
certain skills assumed to be good for everyone. Thus constraints, for example,
instructional programs, that “work™ to improve skill development in some
students are examined for their crucial features and extended to other set-
tings, given certain conditions. Research activity focuses on refining con-
structs of cognitive development, improving measurement devices, and mod-
ifying instructional treatments, '

Liducadional anthropologists, on the other hand, have been trained to
assume that human behavior and human learning are responsive to a con-
text that is interpreted by participants and that is dominated by social
relationships. The school is seen as an institution that, like other institutions
in a society, organizes meanings and social relations in particular ways 1o
support the social order of all the groups in the society. Thus, what is taughe
and learned is expected to vary by group, Research activity, then, focuses
on describing manifestations of the social order in schools and developing
frameworks for understanding how students, through exposure 10 schools,
come to learn their place in society.

These different assumptions, together with the research goals and ques-
tions they underlie, lead researchers to prefer different proceduces of in-
quiry. In the case of most educational researchers, descriptive methods inay
be useful when searching for relevant features and perhaps when assessing
the impact of treatments. However, experimental and statistical methods
are prelerred because they suggest cructal features, the relatedness of fea-
turcs, and the generalizability of successful treatments. Statistical signifi-
cance is usually the necessary criterion for recommending a practice or
policy. For educational anthropologists, descriptive methods are preferred
{or mapping social institutions; interpretive methods must be used to make
statements about how people understand their worlds, The construction or
modification of theories of culture or social relations is usually the necessary
criterion of a complete study,

Over time, all these differences have been codified into distinct traditions.
The traditions embrace different ways of thinking of, talking about, and
doing research. In the remainder of the paper, | use the label educational
rescarchers to refer to those who conduct educational research in the general
tradition of experimental psychology. | use the label ethmographers ar edy-



