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Paradigm in Education 

In educational enquiry, paradigm refer to the broad 
frameworks of thought that guide the way research is 
conducted and interpreted. There are several different 
paradigms in educational enquiry, each with its own set of 
assumptions and methodologies. 

One of the most influential paradigms in educational enquiry 
is positivism, which emphasises the use of empirical 
observation, quantitative measurement, and objective methods 
to study educational phenomena. Positivists believe that 
education can be studied in the same way as other natural 
sciences, and that the goal of educational research is to identify 
general laws and principles that can be used to predict and 
control educational outcomes. The emphasis on empirical 
observation and quantitative measurement has led to the 
development of a range of research methods, such as 
experiments, surveys, and observational studies. 

Another important paradigm in educational enquiry is 
interpretivism, which emphasises the importance of subjective 
experience, context, and meaning in understanding educational 
phenomena. Interpretivists believe that education cannot be 
studied in the same way as natural sciences, and that the goal 
of educational research is to understand the social and cultural 
context in which learning takes place. This has led to the 
development of qualitative research methods, such as 
interviews, focus groups, and case studies, which allow 
researchers to explore the experiences and perspectives of 
learners and teachers. 
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Critical theory is a paradigm that has had a significant impact 
on educational enquiry. Critical theorists argue that education 
is not a neutral or objective process, but rather is shaped by 
social and economic inequalities and power imbalances. The 
goal of critical educational research is to identify and challenge 
these power imbalances, and to develop educational practices 
that promote social justice and equality. This has led to the 
development of research methods such as critical ethnography 
and participatory action research, which aim to involve 
learners and teachers in the research process and to challenge 
dominant power structures in education. 

Postmodernism is a relatively recent paradigm in educational 
enquiry that challenges many of the assumptions of traditional 
educational research. Postmodernists argue that knowledge is 
socially constructed and that there is no objective truth or 
reality. The goal of postmodern educational research is to 
deconstruct dominant discourses and power structures in 
education, and to develop alternative perspectives and 
practices that challenge the status quo. This has led to the 
development of research methods such as deconstruction and 
critical discourse analysis. 

While these paradigms have different assumptions and 
methodologies, they all contribute to our understanding of 
education and the complex factors that shape it. By recognising 
and engaging with the different paradigms in educational 
enquiry, researchers can develop a more nuanced and 
comprehensive understanding of the complex social, cultural, 
and economic factors that shape learning and teaching. 
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1.1 Education paradigm in the context of undergraduate 

degrees 

Education paradigm in the context of undergraduate degrees 
refers to a set of beliefs, values, and practices that guide the 
design and delivery of undergraduate education. There are 
several education paradigms that are commonly used in 
undergraduate education, including: 

1. Traditional Paradigm: This paradigm is characterised 
by a lecture-based approach where the facilitator 
serves as the primary source of information. Students 
are expected to listen and take notes, and assessments 
typically consist of exams and quizzes. 

2. Student-Centered Paradigm: This paradigm 
emphasises active learning and encourages students to 
take responsibility for their own learning. It involves 
using a variety of teaching methods such as group 
discussions, problem-solving exercises, and project-
based learning. 

3. Competency-Based Paradigm: This paradigm focuses 
on the development of specific competencies or skills 
that are necessary for success in a particular field. 
Students are assessed based on their ability to 
demonstrate these competencies. 

4. Experiential Learning Paradigm: This paradigm 
emphasises hands-on learning and provides students 
with opportunities to apply what they have learned in 
real-world situations. It involves using methods such 
as internships, fieldwork, and service-learning. 
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1.2 Traditional Paradigm 

The traditional paradigm in education refers to a teaching 
approach that is centered on the instructor and the 
transmission of knowledge from the teacher to the students. 
This paradigm is characterised by a lecture-based approach, 
where the instructor serves as the primary source of 
information and students are expected to listen and take notes. 
Assessments typically consist of exams and quizzes, and grades 
are used to evaluate student performance. 

In the traditional paradigm, the facilitator is seen as an expert 
who has the knowledge and skills to teach the subject matter 
effectively. The facilitators’ role is to provide information to 
the students, and the students' role is to learn and retain that 
information. The focus is on the acquisition of knowledge and 
skills, rather than on the development of critical thinking and 
problem-solving skills. 

The traditional paradigm has been criticised for being too rigid 
and not responsive to the changing needs of students and the 
workforce. Many educators argue that this paradigm does not 
adequately prepare students for the challenges they will face in 
their future careers. In recent years, there has been a shift 
towards more student-centered and experiential learning 
paradigms that emphasise the development of critical thinking, 
problem-solving, and communication skills. However, the 
traditional paradigm is still used in many educational settings, 
particularly in fields where the acquisition of knowledge and 
skills is highly valued, such as science and engineering. 
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1.3 Student-Centered Paradigm 

The student-centered paradigm is an approach to education 
that emphasises the active participation of students in their 
own learning. In this paradigm, the focus is on the needs and 
interests of the student, rather than the facilitator or the 
curriculum. The student-centered approach recognises that 
students come from diverse backgrounds and have different 
learning styles and preferences. Therefore, the approach 
encourages students to take responsibility for their own 
learning and to engage in the learning process actively. 

In a student-centered classroom, the teacher serves as a 
facilitator rather than a source of knowledge. The teacher's role 
is to provide guidance and support to students, to encourage 
their participation in class, and to create a supportive and 
collaborative learning environment. The approach involves 
using a variety of teaching methods, such as group discussions, 
problem-solving exercises, and project-based learning, to 
engage students and promote their active involvement in the 
learning process. 

Assessments in a student-centered paradigm are designed to 
reflect the learning goals of the students and to provide 
feedback to help them improve their performance. Grades are 
used to evaluate student performance, but they are not the sole 
focus of the assessment. The focus is on the development of 
critical thinking, problem-solving, and communication skills, 
rather than just the acquisition of knowledge and information. 

The student-centered paradigm has gained popularity in recent 
years as educators have recognised the importance of 
developing skills that are essential for success in the workforce, 
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such as teamwork, communication, and critical thinking. This 
paradigm has been shown to improve student engagement, 
motivation, and achievement, and it is widely used in 
undergraduate education across a variety of disciplines. 

1.4 Competency-Based Paradigm 

The competency-based paradigm is an educational approach 
that accentuates mastery of specific skills and knowledge over 
time-based learning. In this approach, learning outcomes are 
clearly defined, and students’ progress at their own pace, based 
on their ability to demonstrate mastery of the required 
competencies. 

The competency-based paradigm is rooted in the belief that all 
students can learn and that each student has a unique learning 
path. It is also based on the idea that traditional time-based 
approaches to learning can be inefficient, as students may be 
held back or rushed through material based on their age or the 
pace of their peers, rather than their own abilities. 

In a competency-based approach, learning is personalised and 
flexible, with students working at their own pace and receiving 
individualised support from teachers and mentors. Assessment 
is also a key component, with students regularly demonstrating 
their mastery of specific competencies through a variety of 
assessments and projects. 

The competency-based paradigm has gained popularity in 
recent years, particularly in higher education and professional 
training settings, where it is seen as a way to prepare students 
for the rapidly changing demands of the workforce. It is also 
used in primary education, where it is seen as a way to provide 
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more personalised and equitable learning experiences for 
students of all abilities. 

1.5 Experiential Learning Paradigm 

The experiential learning paradigm approach emphasises 
learning through direct experience, reflection, and application 
of knowledge to real-world situations. In this approach, 
learners are actively engaged in their own learning process and 
are encouraged to reflect on their experiences in order to 
develop new insights and skills. 

The experiential learning paradigm is based on the idea that 
learning is most effective when it is connected to real-world 
experiences and is relevant to learners' personal and 
professional goals. This approach is often used in fields such 
as outdoor education, environmental education, and leadership 
development, as well as in a variety of academic settings. 

In experiential learning, learners engage in activities such as 
simulations, role-playing exercises, and problem-solving tasks 
that simulate real-world situations. After completing these 
activities, learners are encouraged to reflect on their 
experiences, often through guided discussion or journaling. 
This reflection helps learners to identify what they have 
learned, what they need to improve, and how they can apply 
their new knowledge and skills in real-world situations. 

Experiential learning can be particularly effective for 
developing critical thinking, problem-solving, and decision-
making skills, as well as for building confidence and self-
efficacy. It is also seen as a way to promote lifelong learning 
and to foster a sense of personal and social responsibility. 
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Overall, the experiential learning paradigm is a powerful 
approach to education that emphasises the importance of 
learning through direct experience, reflection, and application. 

1.6 Critical Theory Paradigm 

In the field of education, critical theory has been used as a 
framework for understanding and critiquing the ways in which 
power, privilege, and oppression operate within educational 
institutions and systems. 

The critical theory paradigm in education is characterised by a 
focus on issues of social justice, equity, and power. It seeks to 
challenge dominant ideologies and power structures that 
perpetuate inequality and oppression in educational settings. 
Critical theory approaches education as a social institution that 
reflects and reinforces societal norms, values, and power 
structures. 

One key concept in critical theory is the idea of "hegemony," 
which refers to the dominant ideology or worldview that 
shapes and influences social and cultural practices. Critical 
theorists argue that hegemonic ideologies are often taken for 
granted and are not questioned, but they serve to maintain the 
status quo and perpetuate social inequalities. In education, 
hegemonic ideologies may include assumptions about the 
purpose and goals of education, as well as the values and 
beliefs that underpin educational practices. 

Another key concept in critical theory is "oppression," which 
refers to the systematic and institutionalised marginalisation 
and subordination of certain groups of people. Critical 
theorists argue that educational institutions can perpetuate and 
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reinforce oppression through policies and practices that 
reproduce social inequalities. They advocate for transformative 
change in education that challenges oppressive structures and 
promotes social justice. 

The critical theory paradigm in education provides a 
framework for understanding and critiquing the ways in which 
power and privilege operate within educational institutions and 
systems. It seeks to promote social justice and equity by 
challenging dominant ideologies and power structures and 
promoting transformative change. 

1.7 Postmodernism paradigm 

The postmodernism paradigm challenges the traditional view 
of education as a process of transmitting objective knowledge 
and skills from teacher to student. Instead, it argues that 
education is a process of constructing meaning through 
language and social interaction. It also challenges the notion 
that there is a single "correct" way of interpreting or 
understanding knowledge. 

The postmodernism paradigm in education emphasises the 
importance of diversity, multiple perspectives, and inclusivity. 
It argues that all knowledge is situated in particular social and 
cultural contexts and that there is no single universal truth. 
Therefore, it encourages educators to embrace diversity and to 
incorporate multiple perspectives and experiences into their 
teaching. 
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Some key concepts in the postmodernism paradigm in 
education include: 

• Deconstruction: The process of analysing and 
questioning the assumptions and power relations that 
underpin knowledge and meaning. 

• Intertextuality: The idea that meaning is created 
through the relationships between different texts, 
contexts, and cultures. 

• Power relations: The ways in which power relations 
shape knowledge, language, and culture. 

• Situated learning: The idea that knowledge is situated 
in particular social and cultural contexts and that 
learning involves constructing meaning through social 
interaction. 

The postmodernism paradigm in education offers a critical and 
reflexive approach to teaching and learning that emphasises 
diversity, multiple perspectives, and inclusivity. It challenges 
traditional assumptions about knowledge, truth, and reality, 
and encourages educators to embrace diversity and to create 
inclusive learning environments that value multiple 
perspectives and experiences. 

In recent years, there has been a shift towards more student-
centered and experiential learning paradigms in undergraduate 
education. This reflects a growing recognition of the 
importance of developing skills such as critical thinking, 
problem-solving, and communication, which are essential for 
success in the workforce. Overall, the choice of education 
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paradigm will depend on the goals of the undergraduate 
program and the needs of the students it serves. 

1.8 Positivism 

Positivism, as a philosophical and scientific approach, has had 
a significant impact on the development of education theory 
and practice. Positivism accentuates empirical observation, 
data collection, and objective measurement, and these 
principles have been applied to educational research and 
practice in a number of ways. 

One of the most important contributions of positivism to 
education is the idea that education should be based on 
scientific principles and empirical evidence. In the 19th 
century, positivist thinkers argued that education should be 
organised and delivered in a way that is consistent with the 
principles of scientific inquiry. This meant that education 
should be based on empirical observation and 
experimentation, and that the results of educational research 
should be used to inform teaching methods and curriculum 
development. 

Another important contribution of positivism to education is 
the emphasis on quantitative research methods. Positivists 
argue that research should be based on observable, measurable 
data, and that qualitative research methods, such as interviews 
and case studies, are not as reliable as quantitative methods. 
This has led to the development of a number of quantitative 
research methods that are widely used in educational research, 
such as surveys, experiments, and observational studies. 
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Positivism has also had an impact on the development of 
educational psychology. The principles of positivism have 
been used to develop theories of learning and cognition, such 
as behaviourism and cognitive psychology. Behaviourism, for 
example, emphasises the importance of observable behaviour 
and the use of reinforcement to shape behaviour, while 
cognitive psychology accentuates the importance of mental 
processes, such as memory and attention, in learning. 

In addition to these contributions, positivism has also had a 
significant impact on the development of curriculum and 
teaching methods. Positivist thinkers argue that education 
should be based on objective facts and laws, and that the 
curriculum should be organised around these facts and laws. 
This has led to the development of subject-centered 
curriculum models, which emphasise the importance of 
teaching specific subjects, such as math, science, and history, 
in a structured and systematic way. 

However, positivism has also been criticised for its narrow 
focus on observable, measurable data, and its tendency to 
ignore the subjective experiences of learners. Critics argue that 
positivism does not take into account the social and cultural 
contexts in which learning occurs, and that it does not provide 
a holistic view of education. 

Despite these criticisms, positivism has had a lasting impact on 
education theory and practice, and its principles continue to 
influence the development of educational research and 
practice today. The emphasis on empirical observation, 
objective measurement, and scientific principles has helped to 
establish education as a legitimate field of scientific inquiry, 
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and has led to significant advances in our understanding of 
how people learn and how education can be improved. 

1.9 Interpretivism 

Interpretivism is a philosophical and scientific approach to 
research that stresses the importance of subjective experience, 
context, and meaning. In education, interpretivism has been 
used to challenge the positivist approach that accentuates 
empirical observation, objective measurement, and scientific 
principles. 

Interpretivists argue that education should be studied in its 
social and cultural context, and that the subjective experiences 
of learners and teachers are important sources of knowledge. 
Interpretivism emphasises the importance of qualitative 
research methods, such as interviews, focus groups, and case 
studies, that allow researchers to explore the meaning and 
significance of educational phenomena from the perspective 
of those involved. 

One of the key contributions of interpretivism to education is 
the focus on the role of culture and context in learning. 
Interpretivists argue that learning is a social and cultural 
process that is shaped by the beliefs, values, and practices of 
the community in which it takes place. This means that 
education should be studied in its broader social and cultural 
context, and that the experiences of learners and teachers 
should be understood in relation to the broader cultural and 
historical forces that shape them. 

Another important contribution of interpretivism to education 
is the emphasis on the role of the teacher in shaping learning 
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experiences. Interpretivists argue that teachers play a critical 
role in shaping the learning experiences of their students, and 
that their beliefs, values, and practices can have a significant 
impact on student outcomes. This means that educational 
research should focus on the experiences and perspectives of 
teachers, and that teacher training and professional 
development should emphasise the importance of 
understanding the cultural and social context in which learning 
takes place. 

Interpretivism has also been used to challenge the positivist 
approach to curriculum and teaching methods. Interpretivists 
argue that education should not be organised around objective 
facts and laws, but rather around the experiences and 
perspectives of learners. This means that curriculum should be 
designed to meet the needs and interests of learners, and that 
teaching methods should be flexible and adaptable to the needs 
of individual students. 

However, interpretivism has also been criticised for its 
emphasis on subjective experience and the potential for bias in 
qualitative research methods. Critics argue that interpretivism 
can lead to a lack of objectivity in research, and that the 
emphasis on subjective experience can lead to a focus on 
individual experiences at the expense of broader social and 
cultural factors. 

Despite these criticisms, interpretivism has had a significant 
impact on education theory and practice, and its principles 
continue to influence the development of educational research 
and practice today. The emphasis on the importance of 
context, culture, and subjective experience has helped to 
broaden our understanding of the complex social and cultural 
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factors that shape learning, and has led to the development of 
more nuanced and context-specific approaches to education 
research and practice. 

In conclusion, positivism and interpretivism are two 
philosophical and scientific approaches to educational enquiry 
that have had a significant impact on education research and 
practice. Positivism emphasises the importance of empirical 
observation, quantitative measurement, and objective 
methods, while interpretivism accentuates the importance of 
subjective experience, context, and meaning. 

Positivism has led to the development of a range of research 
methods that allow for the identification of general laws and 
principles that can be used to predict and control educational 
outcomes. However, it has also been criticised for its narrow 
focus on objective measurement and its tendency to overlook 
the subjective experiences and cultural context in which 
learning takes place. 

Interpretivism, on the other hand, has emphasised the 
importance of qualitative research methods that allow 
researchers to explore the experiences and perspectives of 
learners and teachers, and to understand the social and cultural 
context in which learning takes place. It has helped to broaden 
our understanding of the complex social and cultural factors 
that shape learning, and has led to the development of more 
nuanced and context-specific approaches to education 
research and practice. 

In the context of undergraduate degrees, positivism can be 
applied in fields such as natural sciences, engineering, and 
business where empirical data and objective measures are 
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highly valued. While in interpretivism it can be applied in fields 
such as sociology, psychology, and anthropology where the 
subjective experiences of people are highly valued. Both 
positivism and interpretivism have their strengths and 
weaknesses, they both contribute to our understanding of 
education and the complex factors that shape it. By recognising 
and engaging with the different paradigms in educational 
enquiry, researchers can develop a more comprehensive 
understanding of the complex social, cultural, and economic 
factors that shape learning and teaching, and can work towards 
developing educational practices that are inclusive, equitable, 
and effective for all learners. 
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