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In this session I will…

• Be relentlessly optimistic;

• Be realistic; 

• Frame my talk with a definition and BRIEF history of evidence-based education;

• Make the point that, if we don’t understand the impact of what we’re doing, we 
don’t really know what we’re doing;

• Address some hypothetical drivers of the potential demise of evidence-based 
education (the concept, not the organisation!): the premortem (Cartwright and 
Hardie, 2012);

• Offer some thoughts on planning for the success of evidence-based education;

• Talk about how we’re trying to help systems become evidence-based;

• Oversimplify a complex idea by using smiley faces.
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What is evidence-based education?

• “The normalised practice of integrating the best available evidence into the craft-
work of education” (www.evidencebased.education)

• ‘normalised’: robust, appropriate evidence is incorporated as a decision-making habit at all 
levels of education

• ‘integrating’: the use of research evidence is systematic and pervasive; it’s not a bolt-on

• ‘best available evidence’: the best in terms of relevance, validity and reliability

• ‘craft-work’: the phronetic view of teaching and learning: practical wisdom (Flyvbjerg, B., 
2001; Flyvbjerg, B., et al., 2014; Wiliam, D., 2014)
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A brief history of evidence-based education
• Mid-1990s: dissatisfaction amongst a number of academics, policy-makers and 

practitioners in the UK, as well as inspiration from evidence-based medicine

• Late 1990s: Govt. funding for EPPI Centre (systematic reviews) and the Teaching and 
Learning Research Programme

• 1999: Rob Coe’s ‘Manifesto for Evidence-Based Education’

• 2000: ‘Promoting Evidence-Based Education: The Role of Practitioners’ (Coe, Fitz-Gibbon 
and Tymms, 2000)

• 2002: ‘No Child Left Behind’ legislation in the USA (‘scientifically based research’)

• 2002: Institute of Education Sciences creates the ‘What Works Clearinghouse’

• 2008: global financial crash

• 2011: DfE and private funding support creation of the Education Endowment Foundation

• 2013: EEF DIY Evaluation Guide for schools published

• 2013: researchED started

• 2015: 65% of schools in England using the EEF Toolkit to inform decisions
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Know thy impact: system-level

• Common sense is not a substitute for robust evaluation (Tymms, 1999)

• If we don’t know the impact of what we’re doing, we don’t know what we’re doing
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Know thy impact: school-level
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Becoming antifragile
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Fragility

• “Defined as a concave sensitivity to stressors, leading a negative sensitivity to 
increase in volatility. The relation between fragility, convexity, and sensitivity to 
disorder is mathematical, obtained by theorem, not derived from empirical data 
mining or some historical narrative. It is a priori.”
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Antifragility

• “Defined as a convex response to a stressor or source of harm (for some range of 
variation), leading to a positive sensitivity to increase in volatility (or variability, 
stress, dispersion of outcomes, or uncertainty...)”
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The premortem: where will it go wrong?

• We will put the fashionable cart before the ill-prepared, over-worked horse;

• Ministers will continue to tinker with the trainset;

• We will continue to ask ‘What works?’ and expect that there will be an answer (there won’t);

• We will lose patience with the time it takes to evaluate impact and embed evidence well;

• We will lose faith when ‘what works’ (on average) doesn’t work (in a specific 
context);

• Using robust evidence appropriately will continue to be the realm of the interested few, 
not the necessary all;

• The aims of pedagogy and the work of regulatory bodies will remain misaligned;

• We will continue to be obsessed with evidence-based interventions, not normalised 
integration of evidence;

• We will not realise that evidence-based education is about developing phronetic pedagogy 
more than it is about raiding Toolkits for new ideas;

• We will not be able to shift the InSET / training market away from the provision of one-day 
quick hits;

• We will continue to resist robust evaluations (both large-scale and DIY) on the 
grounds of perceived ethical issues;
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The emboldened three…

• Ministers will continue to tinker with the trainset;

• We will lose faith when ‘what works’ (on average) doesn’t work (in a specific 
context);

• We will continue to resist robust evaluations on the grounds of perceived 
ethical issues.
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Ministers will continue to tinker with the trainset

• Secretary of State for Education is a high-profile, plum political job in 
England…which is a bit odd;

• England has an innovation inversion: central government innovates at pace, but 
what do/can schools do?;

• The pace of education policy-making does not fit the current pace of evaluation 
and evidence implementation (the horse is fast, but this time the cart is slow);

• The pressure for Ministers to perform is significant;

• The need to create ‘Ministerial permission’ for subsequent reform is significant;

• The presence of substantive education ‘voices’ in DfE is needs bolstering, as does 
the capacity to use research and evaluation as effectively as possible.
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Loss of faith when ‘what worked’ (on average) 
doesn’t work (in your school)

• We can only ever know that something worked somewhere, somehow, somewhen
(even the ‘Gold Standard’ is flawed);

• The Rumsfeldian Ostrich: ‘on average’ can be an unsettling notion we may 
unconsciously try to avoid ( John Gray on ‘the resolute avoidance of unsettling 
facts’)
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An aversion created by perceived ethical 
problems of evaluations

• Mr X: “We no longer want to take part in the evaluation. It’s unethical to withhold 
this new, potentially excellent intervention from the children who would be 
randomised to the control group. We want to roll it out to everyone.”

• Me: “That’s a shame, but why is the evaluation happening in the first place?”

• Mr X: “To find out if the intervention works.”

• Me: “So, if we don’t know whether it has a positive impact or not, is it not 
unethical not to evaluate and simply roll it out blind?”

• We can only evaluate if there is a choice available to us;

• Acknowledging that what we’ve been doing in our schools may not have had a 
positive impact is painful and absolutely necessary;

• We must work hard to address ethical concerns and to alleviate them wherever 
possible.
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What can we do to plan for success?

• Engage with research and evaluation, but don’t overstate the role of either;

• Innovate new ways of designing and implementing evaluation research;

• Take responsibility: be an optimistic, antifragile, anti-heroic, sceptical advocate;

• Focus on deep pedagogy, high-quality professional development and school 
culture;

• Be clear about what good research evidence is and how to separate the wheat 
from the chaff;

• Hold the line;

• Don’t expect that it will take less than a generation to create sustainable 
improvements to the system, so play the long game.
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www.evidencebased.education
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In conclusion

• Don’t ask ‘What works?’;

• Don’t expect a silver bullet;

• Antifragility is the essence of a self-improving system (and it needs research and 
evaluation);

• Make phronetic decisions; avoid frenetic reactions;

• Be transparent;

• Be optimistic.
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www.evidencebased.education

stuart@evidencebased.education

Twitter: @stuartkime

Thank you!


