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Introduction: Evidence and Public Good in 
Educational Policy, Research, and Practice

Abstract The demands about the quality and relevance of educational research to 
inform the policy and practice have been growing over the past decade in response 
to the evidence-based education movement; however, the literature is yet to tackle 
the question of the interrelationships between evidence, research, policy, and prac-
tice in education for the public good in an international context. In this introductory 
chapter, the authors first explore the literature on the evidence-based and evidence-   -
informed education movements and then introduce a new term, evidence-free, that 
is, actions of some policymakers who disregard or misuse evidence for their own 
agenda. Furthermore, the authors provide several guiding questions of the edited 
work and explore the implications of the contributions in the book for further 
research and theory development alongside policy implications.

 Evidence and Public Good in Educational Policy, Research, 
and Practice

When the developed and emerging economies went into their global economic 
downturn from the beginning of the 1990s onward, many governmental policies on 
the education sciences centered on their inappropriateness for the requirements of 
today’s and future international labor markets. Education and the social sciences 
have either undergone or are under pressure to adopt policies based on neoliberal 
economic indicators such as efficiency, standardization, testing, and accountability. 
Some of the changes educational institutions face today include the closing of 
teacher education programs at higher education institutions, proliferation of test-   -
based evaluation, standardization of curriculum and assessment, unidirectional push 
for the marketization of educational programs, and budget cuts for the funding of 
education and social science research. Arguably, the social and education sciences 
have never been under greater pressure than today.
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In March 2014, together with four social science and humanities (SSH) associa-
tions, the European Educational Research Association (EERA) sent a letter to the 
EU commissioner to indicate their concern with the low budget for SSH in the 
Horizon 2020 Work Program (letter from the SSH scientific community to the com-
missioner 2014). In another statement, the executive committee of the EERA (2014) 
criticized European policymakers for not mentioning SSH or educational research 
as challenges in the Europe 2010 document and in the draft Horizon 2020. The 
statement indicates that “…the current EC strategic policy preferences will push the 
social and behavioral sciences and humanities, including educational research, to 
the margins of the research arena. This is not problematic as such, but because we 
read this as a sign indicating a dehumanising of the European society.”

A similar policy development occurred in Japan recently. Hakubun Shimomura, 
the minister of education in Japan, sent a letter to all of 86 national universities in 
the country to call them to take “active steps to abolish [social science and humani-
ties] organisations or to convert them to serve areas that better meet society’s needs” 
(Times Higher Education 2015). Twenty-six universities out of 60 national universi-
ties which offer courses in these programs have confirmed that they will either close 
or scale back their social science and humanities faculties as a response to the direc-
tive of Japan’s government. Takamitsu Sawa, the president of Shiga University, 
stated that “if Japan is serious about getting 10 of its universities into the world’s top 
100, it will be far more cost-effective and advantageous to promote, rather than 
abolish or curtail, education and research in the humanities and social sciences” 
(The Japan Times 2015).

In Australia, Graham and Buckley (2014) demonstrated that the proportion of 
national research funding spent on education is tragically small: “educational 
researchers were the recipients of 1.33% of the entire funding pool for ARC 
Discovery Projects in 2014 and 1.94% of the total ARC Linkage Projects budget for 
2015” (AARE 2016; p. 2).

In Chap. 1 of this edited book, Krejsler documents the ways in which the evi-
dence discourse launched into the field of education by external stakeholders in 
mostly top-down moves across the Nordic countries has served the demands of the 
competitive global knowledge economy.

In Chap. 4, Farley-Ripple, Karpyn, McDonough, and Tilley discuss how three 
major government policies in the USA, the Improving America’s Schools Act of 
1994, the Goals 2000: Educate America Act, and the No Child Left Behind Act of 
2001 (NCLB), were fueled by a neoliberal interest in maintaining US economic 
competitiveness in the world. The authors argue that when the NCLB became law 
in 2002 as the federal government’s biggest intervention into education in the his-
tory of the country, it promised to grow financial and educational productivity in an 
increasingly globalized economy, to increase objectivity in evaluation and assess-
ment, and to reduce educational inequality. In response to an OECD report, the 
secretary of education of the time, Rodney Paige, connected NCLB’s aim of educa-
tional efficiency with the nation’s international economic competitiveness:
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This report documents how little we receive in return for our national investment. This 
report also reminds us that we are battling two achievement gaps. One is between those 
being served well by our system and those being left behind. The other is between the US 
and many of our higher achieving friends around the world. By closing the first gap, we will 
close the second. (US Department of Education 2003)

George W. Bush also made a similar statement regarding the role of international 
economic competitiveness in educational policymaking:

NCLB is an important way to make sure America remains competitive in the 21st century. 
We’re living in a global world. See, the education system must compete with education 
systems in China and India. If we fail to give our students the skills necessary to compete 
in the world in the 21st century, the jobs will go elsewhere. That’s just a fact of life. It’s the 
reality of the world we live in. And therefore, now is the time for the United States of 
America to give our children the skills so that the jobs will stay here. (US Department of 
Education 2006, p. 2)

The education secretary of the Obama administration, Arne Duncan, also shared 
similar ideas: “The fact is that we are not just in an economic crisis; we are in an 
educational crisis,” he says. “We have to educate ourselves to a better economy” 
(US News 2009). Today, the passage of the new US federal education policy, Every 
Student Succeeds Act (ESSA; 2015), continues the emphasis of earlier legislation, 
modifying provisions for standardized testing of all students and reinforcing the 
importance of educating all children with the knowledge and skills for the twenty-   -
first century.

Even though research institutions and policy circles are losing ground against a 
discourse that considers education a commodity, there is a growing interest among 
educational NGOs and research circles in understanding and reframing education 
and educational research as public good that signifies a common commitment to 
social justice and democratic equality and “involves complex moral and political 
judgments regarding what constitutes the good for the polity as a whole” (Nixon 
2011; p. x). For example, in its mission statement, the American Educational 
Research Association identifies the promotion of the use of research to serve the 
public good as the fundamental responsibility of the association. In order to accom-
plish this task, the AERA provides “scientific evidence on the benefits of diversity 
and affirmative action in legal briefs submitted to the Supreme Court; hold[s] 
Capitol Hill briefings on research issues of importance to the public and policymak-
ers; and issu[es] research-based positions on educational issues of public concern” 
(AERA 2016). The Australian Association for Research in Education (AARE) 
(2016) identifies its vision as to enhance the public good by promoting, supporting, 
and improving research and scholarship in education to generate high-quality edu-
cational research. The British Educational Research Association (BERA 2016) is 
another NGO “committed to working for the public good by sustaining a strong and 
high quality educational research community, dedicated to advancing knowledge of 
education.” The lobbying effort of the European Educational Research Association 
to influence the policymakers in the European Commission in order to make educa-
tional and social science research more visible in the Horizon 2020 Work Program 
is another important example of serving the public good.
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One of the key concerns of these educational research organizations today is that 
the quality and relevance of educational research help to build scientific evidence to 
improve education practice and serve the public good. In fact, the demands for rais-
ing the quality and relevance of educational research can be found within the edu-
cational research community itself. In 1996, Hargreaves blamed educational 
research of not having generated the cumulative body of applicable knowledge that 
would facilitate teaching to become a research-based profession (Hargreaves 1996, 
1997, 1999). Hargreaves (1996) noted that:

In medicine, as in the natural sciences, research has a broadly cumulative character. 
Research projects seek explicitly to build on earlier research – by confirming or falsifying 
it, by extending or refining it, by replacing it with better evidence or theory, and so on. 
Much educational research is, by contrast, non-cumulative, in part because few researchers 
seek to create a body of knowledge which is then tested, extended or replaced in some 
systematic way. A few small-scale investigations of an issue which are never followed up 
inevitably produce inconclusive and contestable findings of little practical relevance. 
Replications, which are more necessary in the social than the natural sciences because of 
the importance of contextual and cultural variations, are astonishingly rare. p.2

Hargreaves’ criticism further proposed that educational research should be a 
matter of centralized agenda setting so that it can turn into more practically relevant 
endeavor. He also suggested that educational practice should not be left to the opin-
ions of educators but that their work should be based upon research evidence. 
Hargreaves advocated a reformation of educational research so that educational 
practice could be transformed into an evidence-based practice (Biesta 2007). 
Around the same time as Hargreaves was calling for evidence-based practice, Bob 
Slavin in the USA was urging public schools to spend their money on evidence-   -
based approaches. The mutual transformation of both educational practice and 
research was the central principle of evidence-based movement (Davies 1999; Fox 
2003; Biesta 2007).

In Britain, the drive for evidence-based research and practice in education rather 
came with the reports commissioned by the Department for Education and 
Employment and the Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) (Tooley and Darby 
1998; Biesta 2007). These reports expressed big concerns about the value and rele-
vance of educational research, stating that educational research did not deliver 
answers to the questions the policymakers request in order to develop educational 
policy (Biesta 2007). Furthermore, the reports suggested that educational research 
did not provide clear guidance to the educational professionals for their professional 
practice and that educational research was methodologically inconsistent, frag-
mented, politically motivated, and noncumulative (Pring 2000). The call for reform-
ing educational research and practice in Britain has led to a series of initiatives 
intended to reduce the gap among policy, research, and practice (Evans and Benefield 
2001; Hammersley 2001; Coe 2002; Biesta 2007). In these reports and initiatives, 
there was a strong drive for randomized controlled trial (RCT) which, according to 
some advocates of evidence-based movement, is the only method that can deliver 
scientific evidence about “what works” (Hargreaves 1999; Oakley 2002; Cutspec 
2004; Biesta 2007). More recently, Goldacre (2013) argued that education profes-
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sion is still far from evidence based, despite the range of programs and initiatives 
established during the 1990s and 2000s.

Evidence-based education movement is mainly questioned by its opponents in 
regard to its suitability for the field of education. Some of the opponents have criti-
cized the attempts to equate the fields of education and medicine (Davies 1999; 
Pirrie 2001; Simons 2003; Gee, 2005; Biesta 2007) and have indicated different 
implications of evidence in these fields (Nutley and Davies 2000). Others have scru-
tinized positivistic assumptions forming the notion of evidence-based education and 
have questioned the narrow definition of research advocated in evidence-based 
movement (e.g., Atkinson 2000; Elliot 2001; St. Pierre 2002; Erickson and Gutierrez 
2002; Oliver and Conole 2003; Gee 2005; Eryaman 2006; Biesta 2007; Bruce and 
Eryaman 2015). Others have critiqued its top-down, linear approach to educational 
achievement (e.g., Hammersley 2001; Ridgway et al. 2000; Davies 2003; Fox 2003; 
Olson 2004; Eryaman 2006; Biesta 2007, 2010a) and the lack of appreciation of the 
vital role of values in educational policy, research, and practice (e.g., Davies 1999; 
Hammersley 2001; Elliot 2001; Willinsky 2001; Sanderson 2003; Oliver and Conole 
2003; Gee 2005; Eryaman, 2006; Biesta, 2007, 2010b).

As a result of ongoing debates on evidence-based approach in education, more 
nuanced approaches to the link between research, policy, and practice emerged, 
using concepts like “evidence-informed” (Hargreaves 1999; Barnett 2001), 
“evidence- influenced,” and “evidence-aware” practice (Nutley et al. 2002). In this 
context, Barratt and Hodson (2006) defined the conception of the evidence-informed 
practitioner as follows:

The evidence-informed practitioner carefully considers what research evidence tells them 
in the context of a particular child, family or service, and then weighs this up alongside 
knowledge drawn from professional experience and the views of service users to inform 
decisions about the way forward. p. 14

While criticizing the evidence-based “what works culture” that threatens to 
reduce education to a technique and teaching to an instrumental intervention, 
Godfrey (2014) further explored the notion of the evidence-informed practitioner in 
the context of the research-engaged school:

One understanding of the term ‘evidence-based practice’ envisages schools as organisations 
whose practices are largely or entirely dictated by externally generated, top-down knowl-
edge. By contrast, in a research-engaged school, teachers should be free to use professional 
judgement based on a combination of tacit and explicit knowledge… Thus, judgement, 
intuition and instinct, gained through experience, as well as research-based data should all 
be called upon to inform practice. As many have argued, the term ‘evidence-based practice’ 
too often suggests an uncritical engagement with supposedly incontrovertible research evi-
dence, based on a prescriptive ‘what works’ model (e.g. Biesta 2007). Therefore, in a 
research-engaged school, the ‘evidence base’, should be viewed not as a body of finite 
knowledge to be prescribed and imposed on teachers, but rather as a living process built 
around practical experience in classrooms, developed from and adapting to particular teach-
ing and learning settings. p. 10

Maynard (2006) pronounced three reasons why policymakers and teachers fre-
quently disregard the evidence-based decision-making: (a) they identify the evi-
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dence as lacking credibility; (b) they perceive the evidence as impractical to their 
context; or (c) the evidence ıs poorly synthesized. Consequently, educational prac-
titioners and policymakers have long employed numerous forms of evidence that 
fall outside of the scope formed by policy. Defined as “practitioner knowledge” or 
“local knowledge,” this type of evidence includes student questionnaires, parent 
surveys, or classroom observations to collect data on instructional practices (Honig 
and Coburn 2008).

While these new approaches suggest an alternative conception of the complex 
ways in which research might inform policy and practice (Greenhalgh and Worrall 
1997; Eraut 2003; Biesta 2010b), many advocates of the evidence-based movement 
still support the idea that the only way toward a meaningful progress in education is 
to employ the “gold standard” of the RCT as the experimental methodology that can 
prove the efficiency of interventions “beyond reasonable doubt” (Slavin 2002, 
p. 16).

We introduce in this book a new term, evidence-free, that is, actions of some poli-
cymakers who disregard or misuse evidence for their own agenda. This idea is built 
on earlier work by Weiss (1991) who also suggested that policy often is imple-
mented without evidence. However, the notion of evidence-free seems to underscore 
the discontinuity between what some have argued as fundamental for reform and 
what others have ideologically supported as reform irrespective of evidence. In 
Chap. 7, Burns and Rouw provide a more in-depth look at the notion of evidence-   -
free by introducing three distinct categories of incorrect use of data developed by 
Schildkamp, Karbautzki, and Vanhoof (2014): nonuse, misuse, and abuse:

 1. Nonuse: data is not collected or capacity is lacking to allow for its use. This also 
includes actors choosing not to use data that is contrary to their argument or 
beliefs.

 2. Misuse: data is poorly collected (quality concerns), is incorrectly interpreted 
(analysis or capacity issues), or does not provide adequate answers to be useful 
for decision-making.

 3. Abuse: sample or data are manipulated to yield particular results, or the data 
results in unintended consequences (e.g., narrowing the curriculum to improve 
student scores on tested subjects).

In Chap. 11, Turan and Kilicoglu document how different political parties in 
Turkey throughout its history imposed evidence-free and opinion-based policies, 
which merely depend on selective use or nonuse of evidence with ideological stand-
points, prejudice, or speculative conjecture of interest groups. The authors further 
provide evidence-based recommendations for Turkish educational policymakers 
and practitioners to serve the public good.

In Chap. 4, Jover, Prats, and Villamor demonstrate the ways in which the inter-
national assessments were (mis)used as instrumental evidence resource by neolib-
eral and neoconservative politicians in Spain to justify their ideologically motivated 
reform agendas. The authors argue that both ideological tendencies radically trans-
formed the notion of the public good in Spain, “a notion that does not fit comfort-
ably in either one.”
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Several research studies provided case examples of the notion of evidence-free. 
For instance, Coburn and Talbert (2006) demonstrated how some school district 
staff viewed evidence as a way to justify an existing program or to gather support 
among other stakeholders for a specific decision. Sometimes referred to as “strate-
gic” (Huberman 1990), this way of use defines the process of using evidence to 
make political advances or gain political support (Corcoran et al. 2001). Honig and 
Coburn (2008) found district office administrators sometimes used evidence to sup-
port opinions they had already formulated, purposefully aligning the evidence with 
a position that furthered their own agendas. Knorr (1977) described this appropria-
tion of evidence for predetermined ends as “symbolic,” since the decision-maker is 
most concerned with advancing a particular idea. Likewise, in a review of literature, 
Farley-Ripple (2012) noted that evidence is often used after a policy decision was 
already made.

This edited book is timely, given current debates about the purpose and form of 
educational policy, research, and practice in an era of post-truth, globalization, effi-
ciency, standardization, evidence-based decision-making, testing, and accountabil-
ity. The demands about the quality and relevance of educational research to inform 
the policy and practice have been growing over the past decade in response to the 
evidence-   based education movement; however, the literature is yet to tackle the 
question of the interrelationships between educational research, policy, and practice 
for the public good in an international context. In this edited book, professors and 
policymakers from the OECD, the USA, Denmark, Belgium, Sweden, Finland, 
Singapore, Australia, Spain, Turkey, and the Netherlands present their own concep-
tion of the evidence-based/evidence-informed education as well as a justification for 
why particular examples or issues chosen fit within that conception for the sake of 
public good. Thus, unlike the current literature focusing merely on evidence-based 
education in the USA and Britain, this book takes a truly international perspective. 
Furthermore, by drawing together interdisciplinary approaches from political phi-
losophy, social work, medicine, psychology, and sociology and by bringing acade-
micians, policymakers, and practitioners together to discuss the theoretical 
underpinnings and practical examples of evidence-based and evidence-informed 
educational policy, research, and practice for the public good, this book fills a much- 
needed gap in the literature addressing the complex relations between the theory, 
research, evidence, policy, and practice in education.

 Focus of the Book

In this edited book, we aim to take an analytic perspective on the theoretical under-
pinnings and practical examples of evidence-based and evidence-informed educa-
tional policy, research, and practice in an international context. Our commitment to 
serve the public good as the scholars and professionals of education and educational 
research sets the terms of our critical and analytic endeavor in this work. As 
Schwandt (2015) pointed out, although occupational fields of education and social 
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sciences may require high levels of knowledge and skill, they cannot be considered 
professions unless they are centrally conceptualized as serving some essential part 
of the public good. We argue that analytic thinking and reflective practice are neces-
sary capacity for professionals who want to go beyond the application of formulaic 
procedures to serve to the public good (Schön 1987). We call for a new epistemol-
ogy and axiology of practice that stresses analytic thinking, reflection, and intel-
lectual discovery as central components of the professional inquiry and judgment.

In this context, this work aims to foster wonder or appreciation of the complex-
ity and interconnectedness of ideas in educational research, policy, and practice, 
and goals such as critical thinking, the development of engaged citizenship, under-
standing the perspectives of others, serving the public good, or ethical life in gen-
eral are central to the notion of this endeavor. Our critical commitment in this work 
is not about being against or for the evidence-based or evidence-informed 
approaches. As indicated above, our purpose is to demonstrate how the diverse 
discourses (such as evidence based and evidence informed) inform the interrela-
tionships among educational research, policy, and practice for the public good in an 
international context. What makes this work unique is its openness to the diversity 
of voices/discourses to the extent that these discourses provide a sound argument 
regarding the issue of public good in policy, research, and practice. The chapters 
provide contextual and case-based analysis of serving the public good through the 
democratic contestation and deliberation that we welcomed on all sides of the 
 conversation in this work.

 Guiding Questions of the Book

Across a wide range of topics, assessment and evaluation, educational administra-
tion and school governance, teaching and teacher education, area of the curriculum, 
and policy, the chapters in this edited work ask, “What have we learned from the 
discourses of evidence on educational policy, research, and practice that can support 
democratic, humanistic, and morally responsible development for individuals and 
societies?” The main focus of this work is, thus, to explore the ways in which the 
discourses on evidence have informed and transformed the relationships between 
research, policy, and practice for the public good in different international contexts. 
The chapters will demonstrate how the discourse on evidence in education has 
evolved. They will address guiding questions such as:

 1. What constitutes evidence and the public good?
 2. How are evidence and public good defined in different international contexts?
 3. How does evidence serve the public good in educational policy, research, and 

practice?
 4. What kind of role should the discourses on evidence and public good play in 

professional practice?

Introduction: Evidence and Public Good in Educational Policy, Research, and Practice



xxv

 5. How are the discourses on evidence informing and transforming the relation-
ships between educational research, policy, and practice for the public good?

 Chapter Contributions in the Book

By focusing on the guiding questions mentioned above, some chapters in this edited 
book explored the particular approaches as exemplars of challenges or opportunities 
for the education for the public good. Others focus on the historical or philosophical 
basis for understanding the ways in which the discourses on evidence have evolved. 
The chapters consider both the past successes and failures of discourses and policies of 
evidence-based and evidence-informed education, as well as current work and future 
possibilities for the sake of the public good. The contributors present their conceptions 
of the relationship between evidence and public good grounding their discussions 
within practical case examples from their national and/or international contexts.

In Chap. 1, “Understanding Public Good in the Context of Evidence Discourse 
in Education,” Mustafa Yunus Eryaman provides a systemic analysis of the litera-
ture on the concepts of “public good” and “scientific evidence” in order to develop 
an understanding of what these concepts imply and demands of researchers, policy-
makers, and practitioners in the field of education. Eryaman further explores the 
studies on practitioners’ and policymakers’ definition and the use of evidence in 
educational policy and practice and provides nine guiding principles for educational 
researchers to generate scientific evidence that can promote a shared democratic 
vision of public good and recognize the plurality of goods and multiple principles 
of educational practice.

In Chap. 2, “Capturing the ‘Evidence’ and ‘What Works’ Agenda in Education: 
A Truth Regime and the Art of Manoeuvring Floating Signifiers,” John Benedicto 
Krejsler from Denmark critically examines the evidence-based discourses by locat-
ing the Danish examples within larger transnational agendas. Krejsler further argues 
that the field of education and its professions may profit from adopting evidence as 
a floating signifier by proposing three analytical distinctions that may help educa-
tional researchers or professionals maneuver within current evidence and what 
works discourse and serve public good:

 1. A distinction between evidence-based and evidence-informed knowledge
 2. A distinction between global and local forms of evidence
 3. A distinction between external and internal forms of evidence

In Chap. 3, “What Is Evidence Required for and Who Generates That Evidence 
in the Finnish Educational System?,” Hannele Niemi from Finland analyzes major 
opportunities as well as difficulties in providing and applying research- and 
evidence- based knowledge in the Finnish educational system. Niemi questions what 
purposes evidence is required for and who provides that evidence by providing case 
examples from the Finnish educational system. The author further introduces the 
Finnish enhancement-led evaluation policy and its main principles relating to evi-
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dence production. Niemi concludes that in the case of Finland, interrelations 
between equity in education and evidence for improvements in the whole system go 
toward understanding what is a public good for the whole society.

In Chap. 4, “Educational Policy in Spain: Between Political Bias and International 
Evidence,” Gonzalo Jover, Enric Prats, and Patricia Villamor from Spain analyze 
the type of political reading in Spain made from the results of the Programme for 
International Student Assessment (PISA) assessments by focusing on the three gen-
eral laws on education that have been passed in Spain in the last 20 years. Their 
analysis reveals the submission of the political debate under the pressure to achieve 
a more internationally competitive system. The authors demonstrate the ways in 
which the international assessments were (mis)used as instrumental evidence 
resource by the right- and left-wing politicians in Spain to justify their ideologically 
motivated reform agendas. They further discuss that both ideological tendencies 
radically transformed the notion of the public good in Spain, “a notion that does not 
fit comfortably in either one.”

In Chap. 5, “Defining How We Get from Research to Practice: A Model 
Framework for Schools,” Elizabeth Farley-Ripple, Allison E. Karpyn, Kalyn 
McDonough, and Katherine Tilley from the USA explore the context of US national 
education policy regarding research evidence use and analyze the recent efforts 
which seek to better understand and motivate the use of research in American 
schools to inform the public good. The authors further discuss that the types of 
research privileged by policy are not essentially prioritized by policymakers and 
that a focus on the instrumental role of research in educational policymaking signifi-
cantly underestimates the extent to which research can and does serve the public 
good. As their discussion reveals problematic assumptions and solutions, the authors 
describe a proposed bi-directional model for understanding the relationship between 
research and practice and highlight current efforts to support the use of research 
evidence in schools and districts to serve public good.

In Chap. 6, “Assessing Students’ Growth in Mathematics and English Language 
in Singapore: The Practice, the Evidence and the Perceptions,” Jonathan W.P. Goh, 
Ong Kim Lee, and Hairon Salleh from Singapore investigate the students’ growth in 
mathematics and English language by examining evidence generated from Grade 5 
students’ performances in 28 elementary schools in Singapore. The authors provide 
a discussion on the assessment practices of a sample of teachers in these schools and 
contrast the findings with accepted theoretical concepts of the measurement tools 
required for valid assessments. The authors further argue that the chapter contrib-
utes to the justice and equality as public good in Singapore education system by 
demonstrating how the use of an alternative assessment strategy provides more 
accurate comparisons and hence better understanding of student performance based 
on meritocratic educational system that provides students with equal opportunities 
to succeed in life and, in the long run, to create a just society.

In Chap. 7, “Evidence Informed Innovation of Education in the Netherlands: 
Learning from Reforms,” Theo Wubbels and Jan van Tartwijk from the Netherlands 
provide a critical analysis of the three major reforms in the history of Dutch second-
ary education by grounding their analysis on the discourses of evidence and the 
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public good. The authors demonstrate how the failures of the government initiated 
innovations in these reforms led to the conclusion that innovations should be evi-
dence informed and initiated by teachers themselves in a way that they would be 
able to use empirical and theoretical knowledge that has been developed in educa-
tional research and combine this knowledge with their practical wisdom, experi-
ences, and insights in their local context. The authors further argue that the link 
between education and educational research as means to strengthen the common 
good in these reforms was evidently missing. They further criticize the reforms for 
not paying attention to the potential effects of the innovations on promoting the 
public good.

In Chap. 8, “The Evidence Agenda in Education: An International Perspective,” 
Tracey Burns and Rien Rouw from the OECD examine the role of “evidence” in 
educational policymaking and explore some of the main trends and themes that have 
emerged internationally in the last decade. The authors look at the remaining gaps 
in the knowledge and the biggest challenges countries face as they move to building 
the capacity and processes necessary. They further discuss the major opportunities 
as well as the challenges of the use of evidence in educational policymaking and 
evaluation by analyzing two cases of the use of evidence in action: Sweden and 
Flanders (Belgium). Their comprehensive analytical framework of governance and 
knowledge for rethinking research use as evidence in educational policy and prac-
tice with its challenges provides a sound argument for bridging the gap between 
educational research, policy, and practice to serve public good. The authors con-
clude that the use of evidence in educational policymaking is vital to ensure efficient 
and equitable school systems that work to serve the public good.

In Chap. 9, “School Principals and Evidence Use: Possibilities and Problems for 
Preparation and Practice,” Jeffrey S. Brooks, Mark Rickinson, and Jane Wilkinson 
from Australia review and critique the literature on school leadership preparation 
and evidence use in three sections. In the first section, the authors explore distinc-
tions in the ways that scholars and practitioners have come to conceptualize evi-
dence use and consider the implications of various definitions for leadership 
practice. In the second section, they examine various ways that programs around the 
world approach training prospective or sitting school leaders in preservice pro-
grams. In the third section, the authors review and interrogate research that investi-
gates principals’ use of evidence in decision-making processes, paying special 
attention to effective and ineffective strategies. The authors conclude with providing 
recommendations for preservice and in-service development with regard to leader-
ship and evidence use for the public good.

In Chap. 10, based on their insights from their work with two national initiatives 
designed to reform educational practice in the USA, Sarah Kathryn McDonald and 
Barbara Schneider present seven guiding principles of evidence-based/evidence-   -
informed educational policy and research to lay the foundation for making rigorous 
and comprehensive judgments about what evidence and scientific research designs 
should be taken into account when scaling up educational reforms to serve the pub-
lic good. The authors further provide case examples from the USA with a clear 
potential to both utilize and generate evidence in the public interest including edu-
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cational research studies that seeks to support underrepresented groups in preparing 
for and achieving successful transitions to postsecondary education and careers, in 
STEM and other fields.

In Chap. 11, “Evidence-Based Policy and Practice in Turkish Education System,” 
Selahattin Turan and Derya Yılmaz Kılıçoğlu from Turkey scrutinize Turkish edu-
cation policies with their lack of contributions to the public good through an 
evidence- based analysis. The authors argue that there is a culture of disconnected-
ness in research, policy, and practice in Turkish education system. They evaluate the 
performed national changes, projects, and reforms between the years 2000 and 2015 
by the Ministry of National Education in regard to the evidence of effectiveness. 
The author further recommends evidence-based policies by considering the linkage 
between research and practices in education in order to improve well-being for 
schools and education.
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Chapter 1
Understanding Public Good in the Context 
of Evidence Discourse in Education

Mustafa Yunus Eryaman

Abstract Even though the evidence-based movement and the concept of public 
good have been thoroughly discussed and from a range of perspectives in the litera-
ture, there is no general consensus on the definitions and nature of these terms and 
concepts. In this chapter, the author conceptualizes what is meant when educators 
speak of the concepts like public good and scientific evidence in order to develop an 
understanding of what the concepts imply and demand of us as researchers, policy 
makers and scholars in the field of education. The author also analyzes the studies 
on practitioners and policymakers’ definition and use of evidence in educational 
policy and practice. Furthermore, the author provides nine guiding principles for 
educational researchers to generate scientific evidence that can promote a shared 
democratic vision of public good and recognize the plurality of goods and multiple 
principles of educational practice. At the end of the chapter, the author analyzes how 
the chapter contributors in this edited volume contribute to the literature on evi-
dence and public good, and provides recommendations for the future studies.

 Introduction

The role and importance of scientific evidence in educational research, policy, and 
practice has been under discussion in many academic publications last few decades 
and has also been the focus of policy-level discussions in many countries. One of 
the key concerns of the educational policy makers and researchers in these countries 
is that the quality and relevance of educational research helps to build scientific 
evidence to improve education practice and serves the public good.

Even though the evidence-based movement and the concept of public good have 
been thoroughly discussed and from a range of perspectives in the literature, there 
is no general consensus on the definitions and nature of these terms and concepts. 
For instance, someone could argue that all research, no matter how large or small in 
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size and scope, is conducted in the interests of the public good, but, of course, that 
does not mean that it is automatically a public good, or that it serves all groups in 
the public sphere in the same way or in equal measure (O’Donoghue 2014). Further, 
someone could state that there is prevalent public trust that academicians will carry 
out research and generate scientific evidence for the public good; as Lynch (2006) 
says, “there is a hope and expectation that those who are given the freedom to think, 
research and write will work for the good of humanity in its entirety” (p.  11), 
although the questions then becomes, ‘which public’ and ‘whose good’, both of 
which are very contested terms?

In the next section, I conceptualize what is meant when educators speak of the 
concepts like public good and scientific evidence in order to develop an understand-
ing of what the terms and concepts implies and demands of us as researchers, policy 
makers and scholars in the field of education.

 What Is Evidence? and What Constitutes Scientific Evidence?

In order to understand the nature and notions of evidence-based policy, research and 
practice, it is important to clarify what the literature means by ‘evidence.’ The 
notion of evidence originates from legal documents in the Western world. In legal 
studies, evidence comes in the form of witness testimony, police reports, expert 
opinions, and forensic research files (Brownson et al. 2009). In policy-related fields, 
evidence can be categorized under three approaches for the purposes of policy mak-
ing: political, professional, and scientific (Head 2008). Nutley et al. (2007) argue 
that what counts as evidence is a complex and contested issue:

The attaching of labels such as ‘evidence’ or ‘research’ to particular types of ‘knowledge’ 
are in fact political acts. […] Assessing ‘what counts as evidence’ or ‘what counts as 
research’ involves not just technical objective judgements but also subjective and contextu-
alised assessments. p. 25

It appears that the term evidence reflects philosophical and methodological dif-
ferences across professional and academic disciplines in terms of identification and 
utilization (Hammersley, 2009; Hargreaves, 1999). In academic and research cir-
cles, more quantitatively oriented researchers contend that credible evidence is gen-
erated from rigorous methodologies, such as the randomized control trial (RCT), 
and other approaches such as systematic reviews, meta-analyses, quasi- experimental 
designs, or observational studies. Particularly, the RCTs have dominated the evi-
dence movement in US, with the Cochrane Collaboration (2014) as a representative 
of the field of medicine and the Campbell Collaboration (2014) of the social sci-
ences (Biesta 2010a; Hansen and Rieper 2010). Some quantitative researchers pro-
posed a methodological hierarchy in which RCTs serve as the gold standard. For 
instance, Jin and Yun (2010) have called for the development of an evidence hierar-
chy by expert scholars, whereby methods were ranked from most-credible to least- 
credible. I take a somewhat different approach; while recognizing the value of the 
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RCT for producing the credible statistical evidence for estimating causal effects, 
other forms of evidence are also valuable for advancing the public good. Moreover, 
increasingly scholars have come to rely on a variety of methods when conducting 
their research. The perspective of the editors of this book more closely aligns with 
that of Bouffard and Reid (2012) who propose that instead of developing hierarchies 
of evidence, researchers should develop evidence-informed practices that are sensi-
tive to different individual and professional perspectives and contexts. Rather than 
classifying which source of evidence is universally superior, efforts should be made 
towards identifying the sources of evidence that are contextually relevant, empiri-
cally supported, rigorous, systematic and scientifically credible, and translated to a 
language practitioners will understand. To promote the use of scientific evidence 
among practitioners, researchers should continuously engage with local contexts 
and present their work in a more accessible and digestible manner.

Schalock and Verdugo (2012) identified scientific evidence as information 
acquired from credible sources that employed valid and reliable methods based on 
an evidently articulated and empirically supported rationale. In accordance with the 
definition in the Education Sciences Reform Act of 2002, Schalock et al. (2011) 
conceptualize scientific evidence as research that (1) uses rigorous, systematic, 
valid and reliable methods to generate knowledge relevant to education activities, 
programs or practices; (2) presents findings and/or makes claims that are sustained 
by the methods that have been employed; and (3) is published in a peer reviewed 
academic journal or approved by a panel of independent experts through a compa-
rably rigorous, objective, and systematic review.

In organizing an international volume of diverse points of view on what consti-
tutes evidence in advancing the public good, other perspectives on evidence ought 
to be considered. Biesta (2010b), for example, conseptualized a framework for 
value-based education as an alternative to the evidence-based education. Biesta 
underlined the “democratic deficit” of evidence-based practice, arguing that 
evidence- based practice often supersedes professional judgment and wider delib-
erations surrounding educational practice. Biesta proposed three different deficits of 
evidence-based practice that raise vital issues about the viability of the idea of 
evidence- based or evidence-informed practice: (1) knowledge deficit, (2) efficacy 
deficit, and (3) application deficit. Knowledge deficit emerging from representa-
tional epistemology relates to the notion that evidence of what worked does not 
guarantee that it will work in future interventions unless practitioners are able to 
“encapsulate all factors, aspects and dimensions that make up the reality of educa-
tion” (p.  494). From an ontological perspective, effectiveness or efficacy deficit 
refers to the principle that educational interactions function as open, recursive semi-
otic systems, and so, causal relations can never be entirely determined. Finally, in 
the praxeological domain, application deficit concerns the idea that practices can 
change through the application of scientific knowledge, and applying scientific 
knowledge in the social domain misses important aspects of what enables the appli-
cation of such knowledge. Biesta (2007) further proposed that research can only 
provide an “understanding of possibilities” and of “what the problem might be”, not 
prescribe practitioners what to do (p.16).

1 Understanding Public Good in the Context of Evidence Discourse in Education
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Broekaert et al. (2010) provide three distinct categories of understanding evi-
dence: the empirical–analytical, the phenomenological–existential, and the post- 
structural. These three categories conceptualize different frames of reference to 
understand the use of evidence in policy and practice. For instance, the empirical–
analytical perspective emphases on experimental evidence as the basis for evi-
dence based policy and practice. The phenomenological–existential perspective 
views intervention success as based on the “practitioner knowledge” or “local 
knowledge,” which includes field-notes, interviews, surveys, or classroom obser-
vations. From the post-structural perspective, the assessment of evidence is based 
on principles of public policy such as inclusion, participation, self-determination, 
and empowerment.

 Practitioners and Policymakers’ Definition  
and Use of Evidence

Understanding how practitioners and policymakers define and integrate evidence 
into their practice is a complex process mediated by personal knowledge, beliefs, 
inspirations, and the work environment (Coburn and Turner 2011). Pre-existing 
opinions and socio-cultural factors are integral to how practitioners and policymak-
ers interpret and organize the evidence (Eryaman 2007). How practitioners and poli-
cymakers interpret new information is largely determined by what they know and 
believe; they will integrate new information into their preexisting opinions rather 
than engage with evidence that could alter their existing cognitive and socio-cultural 
frameworks (Greeno et al. 1996). Practitioners and policymakers’ knowledge level 
can also play a crucial role in their engagement with evidence.

 Practitioners Definition and Use of Evidence

There are several studies investigated what practitioners count as evidence (Cousins 
and Leithwood 1993; Eryaman 2008, 2009; Finnigan et  al. 2012; Riedler and 
Eryaman 2016; Zeuli 1994). In Chap. 8 of this edited work, Brooks, Rickinson and 
Wilkinson provide a review of literature to demonstrate the distinctions in the ways 
that academics and practitioners have come to conceptualize evidence use, and ana-
lyze the implications of various definitions for educational practice from three cat-
egories of evidence use: instrumental, conceptual and symbolic. Zeuli (1994) further 
documented in his study that all participant teachers paid special attention to evi-
dence that fits with their professional experiences and could be directly translated 
into classroom practices. The teachers exceedingly preferred qualitative evidence 
resulting from (a) real-world case studies that exemplify in-class teaching and learn-
ing, and (b) interviews with students. For Zeuli (1994), purely quantitative 
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assessment results like test scores do not provide adequate evidence to support or 
disprove the effectiveness of an educational intervention. Furthermore, Zeuli (1994) 
and Leithwood (1993) revealed that the degree to which teachers perceived evi-
dence as practical or responded to their local needs was important in their judg-
ments of its value. In contrast to these studies that depicted practitioners’ 
comprehensive understanding of evidence, Finnigan et al. (2012) depicted that prac-
titioners sustained a narrow understanding of evidence. Particularly, they revealed 
that many practitioners equated evidence almost entirely with student test scores.

A number of empirical studies demonstrated that practitioners mostly rely on 
information they deem trustworthy, accessible, and easily usable (Carnine 1995). 
Educational practitioners found research studies published in scholarly journals 
trustworthy. Accessibility means the easiness with which educational practitioners 
can acquire and comprehend research data. Usability refers to the possibility that 
educational practitioners apply the scientific evidence they obtain into their class-
rooms (Carnine 1995).

Nevertheless, educational practitioners commonly contest educational research, 
debating that its findings can hardly be applied to their unique classroom context. 
Consequently, practitioners lean towards avoiding educational research and select 
sources of information that are more relevant to their needs (Zeuli 1994). For 
instance, Landrum et al. (2003) revealed that educational practitioners frequently 
rated scholarly journals and university coursework as less usable and accessible 
than evidence gathered from more informal sources including discussions with col-
leagues and workshops.

Tan and Gilbert (2014) proposed that educational practitioners are more willing 
to change their conceptions and practices if they are personally dissatisfied with 
their current situations and practices as well as external societal or policy demands 
to change, and if they realize that the research evidence is accessible, plausible and 
feasible. Accessibility refers to physical access to research evidence (ability to 
retrieve research data) and cognitive access to research (intelligibility of the research 
findings to practitioners). Plausibility means that the research context and the school 
environment are similar, that the research evidence is credible as well as relevant to 
the cultures, experiences, expectations and primacies of teachers, and that the 
research evidence can be used to solve problems. Feasibility refers to incorporabil-
ity of research evidence into current practices/conditions with the available resources 
and expertise, and whether it is worth the time and energy in doing so.

Taken together, the literature demonstrates that practitioners have varying beliefs 
about what counts as credible evidence. As the arduous debate persists and policies 
pushing for “evidence-based” practices continue to emerge, the practicing com-
munity is expected to oblige. This obligation forces practitioners to modify the 
current ambiguous definition of evidence to fit their environmental, social, and 
organizational needs. Rather than allowing practitioners to accept all information 
sources unquestioningly, the research community must engage with practitioners to 
develop a mutual understanding of credible evidence (Nicholson-Goodman and 
Garman 2007).

1 Understanding Public Good in the Context of Evidence Discourse in Education
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 Policymakers and Administrators’ Definition  
and Use of Evidence

Several studies investigated what educational policy makers and administrators 
count as evidence. Honig and Coburn (2008) demonstrated that educational policy 
makers and administrators use the term evidence to encompass a wide range of 
information. Nelson et al. (2009) revealed that when asked to provide the sources of 
information on which educational leaders rely, the respondents identified “evi-
dence” broadly as local research, personal experience, gut instinct or intuition, per-
sonal communication, local data, the experience of others, along with research-based 
evidence. Nelson, Leffler, and Hansen indicated that no one kind of source of evi-
dence was preferred over the others, and the educational leaders did not differentiate 
research evidence from evidence generated from other sources. They also demon-
strated that policymakers favored evidence that was “practical, real-life, or prag-
matic” (p.  19). Based on the preferences of policymakers, it seems that they 
identified the value of evidence based on the degree to which it corresponded to the 
local context and expectations.

In the literature, there are three major ways that evidence is used to inform 
policy- making processes: instrumental, conceptual, and symbolic/political (Beyer 
1997; Coburn and Talbert 2006; Coburn et al. 2009; Johnson 1999; Malen 2006). 
Beyer (1997) described these three categories of evidence use as follows:

Instrumental use involves applying research results in specific, direct ways. Conceptual use 
involves using research results for general enlightenment; results influence actions but more 
indirectly and less specifically than in instrumental use. Symbolic use involves using 
research results to legitimate and sustain predetermined positions. p. 17

By conducting research on 204 upper-level governmental officials to analyze 
the gap between scientific research and policy decisions, Caplan (1979) demon-
strated that 90% of self-reported instances of evidence use was related to “day-to-
day policy issues of limited significance” (p.  462). Caplan named this way of 
decision- making as “micro-level decision” (p. 462), which others have labeled as 
instrumental use. Within the educational setting, educational policymakers and 
administrators involve in instrumental way of evidence use to inform policy and 
program decisions. Coburn and Talbert (2006) demonstrated four instrumental uses 
of evidence in a school district: monitoring student development to make place-
ment decisions; complying with accountability demands; informing policy deci-
sions; and assessing student progress to recommend instructional practices. Weiss 
(1979) identified the notion of instrumental research utilization as the “problem-
solving model” it as follows:

The decision drives the application of research. A problem exists and a decision has to be 
made, information or understanding is lacking either to generate a solution to the problem 
or to select among alternative solutions, research provides the missing knowledge. With the 
gap filled, a decision is reached. p. 427
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Several scholars criticized the instrumental model as over-simplified or unrealis-
tic (Amara et al. 2004; Caplan 1979; Weiss 1986). They argued that research evi-
dence is more often used conceptually by policymakers, influencing policymaking 
processes less directly and specifically than instrumental use. With conceptual use, 
research evidence is used in tandem with other forms of information to influence 
decisions. In these cases, evidence served the function of ‘enlightening’ decision- 
makers (Coburn et al. 2009). In their research study, Caplan et al. (1975) revealed 
that almost 60% of government policy makers used research evidence in a way that 
was consistent with the conceptual model.

In addition to the instrumental and conceptual uses of evidence, several scholars 
have argued that policymakers also use research evidence symbolically to endorse 
the policies they wish to promote. Sabatier (2007) discussed that given the high 
stakes of the policy process, “most actors face enormous temptations to present 
evidence selectively … and generally to distort the situation to their advantage” 
(Sabatier 2007, 4). Coburn and Talbert (2006) demonstrated that some district 
administrators did not see research evidence to inform policy decisions as only 
instrumental, but rather as a way to justify an existing program or to gather support 
among other stakeholders for a particular decision. Sometimes referred to as “stra-
tegic” (Huberman 1990), the symbolic/political model defines the process of using 
evidence to make political advantages or build political support (Corcoran et  al. 
2001). For instance, Honig and Coburn (2008) demonstrated that district adminis-
trators intermittently used evidence to support opinions they had already articulated, 
deliberately aligning the evidence with a position that promoted their own agendas. 
Similarly, Farley-Ripple (2012) argued that research evidence is often used after a 
policy decision was already made.

Even though use of scientific evidence is required for policymaking by federal 
and state educational policies, Maynard (2006) indicated three reasons why policy-
makers often disregard the findings of research studies in their decision-making 
processes: (a) they perceive the research evidence as lacking credibility; (b) they 
recognize the research evidence as impractical to their local context; or (c) the find-
ings of the research studies are poorly synthesized. As a result, educational policy-
makers and administrators have long used other forms of evidence called 
“practitioner knowledge” or “local knowledge” (Honig and Coburn 2008).

In Chap. 9 of this book, Brooks, Rickinson and Wilkinson conclude that educa-
tional leadership and evidence use should be seen as a continuum of knowledge and 
skills that spans the whole range of preparation and practice. They argue that if 
school administrators attained foundational skills and knowledge in pre-service 
training programs and were informed by a critical perspective on evidence use that 
encompassed more than simple input-outcome relationships, their decision-making 
processes would be greatly enhanced, and would serve the public good by facilitat-
ing a more equitable education for all students.

1 Understanding Public Good in the Context of Evidence Discourse in Education
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 Understanding Public Good in the Context of Evidence 
Discourse

The concept of the public good is never static as it continually is restated by various 
discourse communities (Calhoun 1998; Mansbridge 1998; Pusser 2006). Whereas 
the concept private good is most closely related to personal gain and individual 
rights, the public good is much more associated with the commonwealth and the 
interconnected well-being of the society. To address the issue in political terms, the 
public good is concerned with concepts like majority control, political equality, and 
democratic justice, and it entails a type of mutual commitment and collaborative 
action that is absent in a purely private good realm. With regard to education then, a 
public good commitment necessitates a mutual understanding concerning the com-
mon goal of public education, an obligation to social justice and equality, and a 
focus on that which provides learners with the skills needed for a meaningful role as 
a citizen in a participatory democracy. The public good effects how individuals 
partake in their democratic system and if they participate at all. Therefore it is vital 
to understand how educational policy and research can inform and transform the 
public good.

George H. Mead (1964) rightly argued that “to be interested in the public good 
we must be disinterested, that is, not interested in goods in which our personal 
selves are wrapped up” (p. 355). Following the Mead’s maxim, Borman et al. (2012) 
proposed that to involve in educational research that serve public good, the 
researcher needs to conduct inquiry that is beyond individual self-interest. Likewise, 
Nixon (2011) identified the public good as “a good that, being more than the aggre-
gate of individual interests, denotes a common commitment to social justice and 
equality” (p. 1), even though he further argued that the public good “involves com-
plex moral and political judgments regarding what constitutes the good for the pol-
ity as a whole” (p. x). For research outputs to be a public good, they need to directly 
contribute to the solution of existing problems by offering ‘relevant’ and ‘useful’ 
knowledge for the purpose of solving such problems (O’Donoghue 2014).

However, there is no assurance that useful knowledge of a problem is an end to 
itself. Bassel (2013) argues that, “more information and better understanding would 
not simply make the problem go away when research is disseminated and goes 
public” (n.p). This reservation is motivated in part by her interest in how these 
terms ‘public’ and ‘good’ get constituted and deployed in the service of research. 
For her, it is a matter of whose public and whose good ultimately informs research. 
From a different disciplinary standpoint, Ingold (2013) also suggested that, “The 
mere provision of information holds no guarantee of knowledge, let alone under-
standing” (p. 1).

Jenson (2006) identified some of the most important challenges of doing research 
in the interest of the public good as “designing and implementing investigations 
that are compatible with the goals of public service; applying rigorous research 
designs in real-world settings; creating university–community partnerships; and 
disseminating the results of investigations.” (p. 195). This includes creating partner-

M.Y. Eryaman



9

ships with groups other than and in addition to research participants before con-
ducting research, and entails a strong sense of the conditions of the nature of the 
research to be conducted and its methodologies. To conduct research for the public 
good, O’Donoghue (2014) argued, is “to engage in research that is expected to do 
something, something that is recognizable and intelligible through current systems 
of recognition and reward. It is, one might say, problem and solution driven 
research” (p. 8).

In Chap. 9 of this book, McDonald and Schneider introduce seven guiding prin-
ciples of evidence-based/informed educational policy and research to lay the foun-
dation for making sound judgments about what evidence and rigorous research 
designs should be taken into account when scaling-up educational reforms to serve 
the public good. These principles are:

 1. Gauging the impact on learning,
 2. Knowing what to measure,
 3. Employing standards of scientific design,
 4. Recognizing magnitudes of change,
 5. Judging the evidence for scale-up,
 6. Accumulating knowledge for generalizability,
 7. Conducting research for the common good

The UNESCO report Rethinking Education, on the other hand, draws attention 
to the weakening of the concept of the public good under the alliance of scienticism 
and neo-liberalism as the most worrying symptoms in contemporary education sys-
tems, and recommends a recovery of the notion with the concept of common good:

The notion of common good goes beyond the instrumental concept of the public good in 
which human well-being is framed by individualistic socio-economic theory. From a “com-
mon good” perspective, it is not only the “good life” of individuals that matters, but also the 
goodness of the life that humans hold in common. It cannot be a personal or parochial good. 
It is important to emphasize that the recent shift from “education” to “learning” in interna-
tional discourse signals a potential neglect of the collective dimensions and the purpose of 
education as a social endeavour. This is true both for the broader social outcomes expected 
of education, and for how educational opportunities are organized. The notion of education 
as a “common good” reaffirms the collective dimension of education as a shared social 
endeavour (shared responsibility and commitment to solidarity). (UNESCO 2015, p. 78)

A majority of the criticisms of evidence-based practices and policy focus on limi-
tations related to the instrumental, neoliberal, and non-contextual factors associated 
with evidence-based movement (Kemm 2006; Lincoln and Cannella 2004a; 
Greenhalgh and Russell 2009). Additional criticisms address the lack of integration 
of ethical, moral and political considerations (Sanderson 2009). For instance, as the 
largest evidence-based intervention by a federal government into education in the 
history, No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act has received heavy criticism from the 
academic circles. In February 2015, more than 500 education researchers in US have 
signed an open letter to Congress and the Obama administration about how the NCLB 
law should be reconsidered, stating that they “strongly urge departing from test-
focused reforms that not only have been discredited for high-stakes decisions, but 
also have shown to widen, not close, gaps and inequities” (Washington Post 2015).

1 Understanding Public Good in the Context of Evidence Discourse in Education
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The letter references a policy report written by Kevin Welner and William 
J. Mathis, discussing how the debates about the reauthorization of the NCLB disre-
gard the harm to the public good caused by the law’s test-based reforms. Welner and 
Williams (2015) argues in the report that:

Today’s 21-year-olds were in third grade in 2002, when the No Child Left Behind Act 
became law. For them and their younger siblings and neighbors, test-driven accountability 
policies are all they’ve known. The federal government entrusted their educations to an 
unproven but ambitious belief that if we test children and hold educators responsible for 
improving test scores, we would have almost everyone scoring as “proficient” by 2014. 
Thus, we would achieve “equality.” This approach has not worked. Yet over the past 13 
years, Presidents Bush and Obama remained steadfastly committed to test-based policies. 
These two administrations have offered federal grants through Race to the Top, so-called 
Flexibility Waivers under NCLB, School Improvement Grants, and various other programs 
to push states, districts, and schools to line up behind policies that use these same test scores 
in high-stakes evaluations of teachers and principals, in addition to the NCLB focus on 
schools.

The NCLB law further required public schools to ground their educational pro-
grams in Scientifically Based Research (SBR). With the NCLB law, the ‘gold stan-
dard’ of randomized controlled field trials became the preferred methodology for 
educational research (Eryaman 2006). With the invitation of the Department of 
Education, the National Research Council (NRC) developed a set of narrowly 
defined criteria of scientific research in a report (NRC 2002). Gee (2005) argued 
that “the principles about what is science offered by SRE (NRC) are relatively 
vague generalities and dangerous as such since they can be applied in so many dif-
ferent ways based on the political interest of the person or agency applying them” 
(p. 9). St. Pierre (2002) critiqued the NRC report for being too narrow and for deny-
ing diverse methodological and theoretical approaches of educational research. 
Eryaman (2006) supported the idea of keeping educational research open to diverse 
traditions of scholarship so as not to inhibit the knowledge sharing and generation 
in academia. Erickson and Gutierrez (2002), and Lincoln and Cannella (2004a, b) 
also criticized the report for its exclusive focus on what works and for not paying 
enough attention on advancement of a critical stance toward science. They further 
questioned the principles of the NCLB and the NRC report for producing a conser-
vative Right discourse in which neo-conservative fundamentalism produced regula-
tory and disciplinary powers that reinforce and allocate resources to Eurocentric, 
universalist, and objectivist educational research, policy and practice (Bruce and 
Eryaman 2015; Eryaman 2006).

Eryaman (2007) urges educational policy makers and practitioners to look at 
educational research for practical examples of how to create and shape well-formed 
human lives to serve public good and to explore who we authentically are and who 
we would like to become. The view of educational research implied in evidence 
discourse simply focuses on “what works” in regard to neo-liberal economic indica-
tors: efficiency, standardization, testing, and accountability. For Eryaman (2006),

What is needed for educational research, however, is a view of educational practice that 
acknowledges the non-causal, social, practical, moral, and political nature of educational 

M.Y. Eryaman



11

inquiry that helps individuals to acquire the knowledge, attitudes, and skills needed to func-
tion effectively in a pluralistic democratic society and to interact, negotiate, and communi-
cate with peoples from diverse groups in order to create a civic and moral community that 
works for the common good. What is needed, in other words, is an acknowledgment that 
education is a moral and political accomplishment rather than a mere technical or techno-
logical activity. The most important question for educational researchers is therefore not 
about mere technical and procedural efficacy of their research but about the potential social, 
moral, and political value of what they do. p. 1211

In order for educational researchers to generate scientific evidence that can pro-
mote a shared democratic vision of public good and recognize the plurality of goods 
and multiple principles of educational practice, I provide them with nine guiding 
principles:

 1. Ontological: How do we continually challenge our presuppositions and subjec-
tivities while continuing to conduct research? How do we eliminate our preju-
dices that preclude openness to other ideas and worldviews without losing our 
critical commitment to serving public good?

 2. Epistemological: What should count as knowledge and as knowing in educa-
tional and social inquiry? How do we validate the way we describe knowledge 
and knowing without falling into objectivism and ethnocentrism?

 3. Political: Who shall control the selection and distribution of knowledge in the 
communities of educational and social inquiry? Through what discursive prac-
tices? What responsibilities do we as educational inquirers have to ensure that 
the selection and distribution of knowledge promote a democratic vision of good 
education at both the institutional and practical levels?

 4. Economic: How is the control of language and discursive practices linked to the 
existing and unequal distribution of power, goods, and services in the communi-
ties of educational and social inquiry?

 5. Ideological: What knowledge, techniques, and methodologies are most worthy of 
teaching and learning? Whose knowledge, techniques, and methodologies are they?

 6. Technical: How shall technical, methodological, theoretical, and practical knowl-
edge be made accessible to the communities of educational, political, and social 
inquiry? Which types of distribution techniques and strategies should be used to 
serve public good?

 7. Aesthetic: How do educational and social inquirers link moral, political, practi-
cal, and technical knowledge to the discursive practices of their own and other 
communities without falling into objectivism and ethnocentrism? How do they 
act “aesthetically” as inquirers in doing this?

 8. Ethical: How shall educational and social inquirers treat others responsibly and 
fairly? What is the link between moral responsibility and discursive practices of 
educational and social inquirers? How do we pursue social justice without 
imposing our presuppositions about emancipation and social-political 
transformation?

 9. Historical: What ongoing and historical conversations and discourses in the field 
of educational and social inquiry already exist on methodological, political, the-
oretical, and practical issues of educational and social research? (revised version 
of Eryaman 2006, p. 1213)
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Schwandt (2005) further argued that educational researchers ought to join the 
political and public (not just the academic) discourse about the role of educational 
research in society and about how research evidence is both implicated in and con-
fronts the politics of what counts as knowledge:

Who does an educational science serve and how? Who stands to gain and who to lose from 
the appeal to or disregard of scientific findings? How is a science of education implicated in 
a political agenda? Under what circumstances is an endorsement of educational science a 
simultaneous expression of disrespect for difference and diversity in perspective and under-
standing? p. 304

 Conclusion and Recommendations

The chapter contributors in this edited volume joined the public and academic 
debate on evidence and public good by exploring the ways in which the discourses 
on evidence have informed and transformed the relationships between educational 
research, policy and practice in different international contexts.

One of the major reoccurring thoughts throughout all chapters is about the nature, 
types, and properties of evidence as well as several controversies surrounding what 
constitutes the best evidence. The consensus position is that evidence is important 
but there is considerable disagreement about what counts as externally valid sources 
of evidence for policy decisions. A distinction is made by several authors regarding 
distinctions between evidence-based and evidence informed knowledge; global ver-
sus local evidence and external versus internal evidence, these ideas are best sum-
marized in the Chap. 1 by Krejsler. Essentially here the position is grounded in the 
assumption that the knowledge base upon which researchers are grounding their 
designs are often not informed by professionals in the field resulting too often in a 
rush to judgement about what works and does not work and the identification of a 
culprit for these differences. The solution of John Benedicto Krejsler is an argument 
for conceiving of evidence as a floating signifier; in which he makes a strong argu-
ment about the value and importance of understanding the context in which educa-
tion reforms are implemented and a question about who has the executive authority 
to act upon the knowledge that is produced. Taking this perspective he concludes 
that in order to serve the public good, not that evidence should be discarded but 
rather understood accounting for the values and purposes of the political and social 
context in which education reforms and activities are enacted.

Support for evidence informed rather than evidence based education can be 
found in the Chap. 7 by Theo Wubbels and Jan van Tartwijk from the Netherlands, 
who take the position that it is doubtful that research can ever produce definitive 
answers to what and how to teach. Moreover, that educational research will never be 
closely connected to practitioners so that incorporating variations in context can 
never be fully explored or justified enough for policy decisions. They support the 
position that to advance the public good, that practitioners should combine the work 
of researchers into their practice. Their position is grounded in a deep history of 
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education reform and the infrastructure that the Netherlands has used to implement 
change in practice and policy. Most recently, the government has taken a multi- 
structural approach working on a new pilot that collaboratively works with schools 
and universities to design and implement education reforms. However, these reforms 
while promoting diversity of views may fall short of promoting the public good 
without paying particular attention to the needs of students from different socioeco-
nomic classes especially those from disadvantaged communities.

Echoing to some extent many of questions asked in the Netherlands chapter, 
regarding the purposes of evidence, what it will be used for, and who is providing it; 
the Finnish narrative by Hannele Niemi, in Chap. 3, highlights the some of the inter-
national and national data sources often used to generate evidence regarding the 
effectiveness of the Finnish educational system. While not taking issue with the 
desire for robust evidence, Niemi also supports practitioners being directly involved 
in the creation of evidence. However, she takes that ideas one step further by calling 
for multidisciplinary and multi-professional perspectives. In suggesting the inclu-
sion of practitioners, Niemi underscores the research training that pre- professionals 
in Finland receive in their education system and how these experiences prepare 
them to become willing and informed decision-makers in the production of evi-
dence. She raises yet another problem that is determining based on the evidence, 
what messages deserve priority among policymakers given their intent to produce a 
population of lifelong learners. For the past 60 years or so, Finland has promoted 
the connection between educational policy and the public good embracing equity—
free education for all from preschool through higher education and viewing public 
service as a source of pride and appreciation. Evidence of its educational system is 
derived for purposes of improvement rather than hierarchical ordering and potential 
sanctions for inadequate performance as found in many accountability systems. 
This deep connection between the value of education and its relationship to advanc-
ing the public good helps to support the types of evidence Finland uses in construct-
ing different educational policies.

In Spain, the sources of evidence that policy makers use are typically extracted 
from international assessments is described by Gonzalo Jover, Enric Prats, and 
Patricia Villamor in Chap. 4. Supporting the concept that data on educational access 
and performance need to be collected for advancing the public good; they show how 
evidence has been used to open-up greater divisions between the politic right and 
left. While both parties have at different times endorsed a similar message about the 
need for education to advance the public good, from the authors’ perspective, how 
this should be accomplished has yet to materialize into policies that reflect either 
party. Both parties use empirical data but for different political purposes. This sug-
gests that data although on its face may be seen as scientifically accurate how it is 
interpreted and used brings with it unexpected and unintentional consequences 
especially in contentious political environments.

Singapore, with its strong central Ministry of Education serves as a stark contrast 
to the Spain example. Citing the long Chinese history that has relied on various data 
systems to assess the quality of candidate for different positions in the government, 
the authors Johnathan WP Goh, Ong Kim Lee, and Hairon Salleh in Chap. 6, explain 
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that the educational assessment system in Singapore is situated in this tradition. The 
authors contend that the assessment system in Singapore is used for the public good 
in multiple venues including employment as well as education. Distinguishing 
between formative and summative assessment, both of which are used in Singapore, 
the authors show how mathematics teachers use formative assessments to modify 
their instruction for purposes of improving student performance. Summative evalu-
ations they view as a tool for promotion and reward purposes. The critical difference 
here from the concerns of Krejsler, is that the researchers and their government have 
a more bounded view of specific types of evidence for various purposes. It could be 
that in this smaller country that a more unified system of evidence can foster con-
sensus between practitioners, evaluators, and government officials. One strong rela-
tionship between evidence use, interpretation, and policy practice can be traced to a 
meaningful purpose in the service of a discrete question for gaining information for 
an explicit answer. In contrast to Singapore, one might expect that in more porous 
political environments along with social media and other sources for disseminating 
evidence, how information is used to promote a position is unrestrained.

Selahattin Turan and Derva Yilmaz Kihcogu’s Chap. 11 on the Turkish education 
system and how it uses data to support the public good draws attention to the dis-
connection between the evidence and its actual implementation. To facilitate a 
closer tie between evidence and practice the authors offer several recommendations 
that have relevance to other nations as they create a legitimate space for evidence 
based reforms. As researchers of policy implementation have shown, decision mak-
ers often ignore evidence and are often caught in the will of their constituencies. 
The authors call for decision makers to embrace the evidence and to do so by sys-
tematically compiling evidence that is relevant and meaningful to the decisions at 
hand. And then, to work with the government to take the evidence seriously in their 
deliberations, policy agenda-setting, and implementation in collaboration with the 
researchers and analysts. To facilitate the development and use of evidence-based 
decision making, the authors make the case for additional resources to be funneled 
to independent research think tanks and centers. For evidence to be taken seriously 
it needs to be rigorous, independent, and amply funded especially if the end-game 
is evidence-based knowledge in the service of the public good.

The Chap. 5 by Elizabeth Farley-Ripple, Allison Karpyn, Kalyn McDonough 
and Katherine Tilley, focuses on the uses of evidence and how it can motivate the 
public good. These forms of use include: (1) instrumental, documenting how evi-
dence is used in decision-making; (2) conceptual, altering understanding of the 
issues and solutions; and (3) political, manipulating evidence for a particular goal. 
Categorizing these distinctions, the authors move on to describing what is known 
about research use in the schools, focusing on who, what, and how. From their 
 perspective they question the value of implementing a top-down approach to 
research use, emphasizing instead the importance of building wide communities of 
professional learners and filling current gaps between the incentives, relevance, and 
contextual differences between researchers and practitioners. By bringing together 
a more singularly focused goal regarding the nature and quality of research aided in 
part by philanthropic and government supported efforts, research findings have a 
better opportunity to influence and work in support of the public good.

M.Y. Eryaman

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-58850-6_11
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-58850-6_5


15

Another U.S. chapter by Sarah Kay McDonald and Barbara Schneider sets out a 
list of principles for making sound judgments about research quality and what evi-
dence should be taken into account interventions designed for scale-up. In the Chap. 
10, the authors explicitly detail what needs to be considered before evidence based 
decisions can be made to advance the common good. These principles with specific 
examples of each include: what are the factors need to be considered when gauging 
the impact of an intervention on learning; how outcomes of interest should be mea-
sured; why employing randomized control trials (RCTs) for purposes of scale-up are 
appropriate and useful; why it is important to establish causal inference; what con-
textual variations and subpopulation factors need to considered in studying specific 
outcomes; when and how to extend the study findings to the broader population; and 
why we need to conduct work that advances the public good for all students.

In the Chap. 9 on school principals’ use of evidence, Jeffrey S. Brooks, Mark 
Rickinson and Jane Wilkinson argue that evidence needs to be understood in broad 
terms that contain but go beyond ‘research evidence’ on the one hand, and is not 
limited only to ‘performance data’ on the other hand. The authors discuss that the 
field of educational leadership needs to reframe its orientation toward evidence use 
to serve public good, and school leadership and evidence use should be considered 
as a continuum of knowledge and skills that spans the whole range of preparation 
and practice. The authors further propose that if school administrators developed 
fundamental abilities and knowledge in pre-service preparation programs and were 
educated a nuanced view on evidence use that encompassed more than simple input- 
outcome relationships, their practice would be greatly enhanced.

Tracey Burns and Rien Rouw, in the Chap. 8, shifts from a specific country per-
spective to a more global one, relying on their experiences working at OECD. The 
first proviso they make is that performance data is only one source of evidence. 
Second, that there is not a hierarchy of quantitative data in which randomized trials 
sit at the top. Their position, one that is fairly uniform in the research field, is that the 
question being asked determines the design and data base. Recognizing that there 
are challenges to both the production and use of evidence, they describe the chal-
lenges and limitations of autonomous models—where researchers have control of 
major aspects of the design and the questions of impartiality and objectivity that 
arise in this situation. On the other hand, studies designed through multiple partner-
ships require a good deal of negotiation and sometimes when too abundant can make 
it unusable by its sheer magnitude and uninformative about specific situations. The 
authors then detail two different case studies of how evidence was used in Sweden 
and Belgium concluding with a set of questions that combine many of the points 
regarding evidence discussed throughout all of the chapters in this volume.

By demonstrating how the diverse discourses inform the interrelationships 
among educational research, policy and practice for the public good in an interna-
tional context, all chapter contributors in this edited book support the notion that 
educational policymakers, researchers and practitioners ought to work toward 
advancing a more equitable and just society by serving as a critical voice in social, 
political, academic and cultural environments ineradicably marked by significant 
inequalities, cultural complexities, power disparities, and political uncertainties.
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In conclusion, the research design, data collection and analysis depend on what 
the evidence will be used for, and who will have the primary responsibility for its 
collection and dissemination. Several key questions emerged from this volume 
including: What are the incentives for different types of data collection efforts and 
to what extent can they inform local contexts and or generalize to larger popula-
tions? How can researchers and others help to create an appetite for evidence that is 
safe from the predilections of particular ideological leanings and unbiased account-
ability evaluation systems? And most importantly, what is the nature of evidence 
based or evidence informed data that can advance the needs of the public good both 
within and across different levels of the education system? How can evidence dis-
course help us answer the questions of what kind of society we should have and 
what directions we should take? The aswers? Found in the rich and informative 
chapters by the contributors of this book.
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Chapter 2
Capturing the ‘Evidence’ and ‘What Works’ 
Agenda in Education: A Truth Regime 
and the Art of Manoeuvring Floating 
Signifiers

John Benedicto Krejsler

Abstract Education has moved higher up on the policy agenda and serving the 
public good has acquired new meanings. This entails demands to provide policy and 
market with instruments to enable evidence-based or at least evidence-informed 
choices in a so-called competitive global knowledge economy. This has, not surpris-
ingly, led to a struggle about ‘evidence’ and the right to decide how ‘what works’ 
can be defined in education, which has consequences for school, professionals and 
educational research. 

The chapter explores this issue by means of Danish examples located within 
larger transnational agendas. Evidence discourse was initially a bottom-up profes-
sional strategy within the medical field. It was, however, reworked and launched 
into education in a more top-down move that has largely bypassed professionals.

From this perspective, the author argues that the field of education and its profes-
sions may profit from adopting evidence as a floating signifier. This is, admittedly, 
a difficult endeavour as the evidence discourse is currently at odds with a majority 
of mainstream paradigms and understandings of school and teaching within the 
teaching profession and educational research. Taking the approach of the floating 
signifier could, nonetheless, be strategically useful in the struggle to expand the 
meanings of evidence to also reflect the experiences of professionals and the span of 
contemporary educational research. Three analytical distinctions are proposed in 
order to facilitate manoeuvring evidence as a floating signifier: evidence-based vs 
evidence-informed knowledge; global vs local evidence; and external vs internal 
evidence.
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 Introduction

This chapter takes as its point of departure the ascendant position of the evidence 
discourse within education. In stark contrast to its genesis within the medical field, 
the evidence discourse has been launched into the field of education by external 
stakeholders in mostly top-down moves that have largely bypassed professionals 
within the field (Hammersley 2007; Krejsler 2013). Danish examples will serve to 
illustrate the argument; the trend, however, can be seen across the Nordic countries 
(e.g. Bergmark and Lundström 2006; Oscarsson 2006; Telhaug et  al. 2006; 
Utdanningsforbundet 2008) and beyond, globally (Furlong et al. 2009a, b; Henry 
et  al. 2001; Hopmann 2008; Meyer and Benavot 2013; OECD 2007; Rizvi and 
Lingard 2010; Wells 2007; Krejsler 2017 (forthcoming)).

I shall argue that the evidence discourse mirrors a cultural struggle that currently 
rages about how key areas within modern societies are to be defined (Biesta 2007, 
2010; Gibbons 1994; Hammersley 2013). How we perceive evidence for what 
works has significant implications regarding how a hospital or a school may con-
ceive of their visions, targets and practices, and what kinds of research and research 
paradigms are considered legitimate in the production of knowledge. A too strict 
focus on Randomized Controlled Trials (RCT tests) in the health services and edu-
cation will tend to marginalize other and ‘softer’ professional practices of valida-
tion. In other words, discourses about the population’s health and education 
proliferate in close reciprocity with the criteria for verification that such knowledge 
is subjected to. Health and educational issues must be conceived of in ways that 
somehow satisfy the criteria for producing evidence which mandate powers funding 
those activities demand.

On this background, I shall argue that evidence may be conceived of as a floating 
signifier with great advantage, and support this claim by introducing three distinc-
tions to analytically qualify critique of, and challenge the current dominant regime 
of, evidence: By introducing (1) the distinction between evidence-based vs evidence- 
informed knowledge, I wish to exploit an already fruitful approach to distinguishing 
between issues that merit so-called ‘hard’ and others that merit ‘soft’ evidence 
approaches to evaluating what works. By introducing (2) the distinction between 
global vs local forms of evidence I wish to highlight that some issues merit knowl-
edge that is valid regardless of context, whereas intervention in other contexts 
requires forms of knowledge that are highly responsive to the particular context of 
intervention. By introducing (3) the distinction between external vs internal evi-
dence I want to problematize the question about who has the right – or more pre-
cisely the executive powers – to make decisions about which forms of evidence 
count as knowledge that works. This points to the tensions between the considerable 
production of knowledge and documentation for what works by professionals and 
educational researchers, which function as supplements or contesting knowledge to 
the forms of evidence that powerful external stakeholders currently impose on 
education.
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In total, this chapter is an argument that serving the public good in a democratic 
society requires tools for producing ‘evidence’ and knowledge about ‘what works’ 
that reflect the diversity of values and purposes that members of this society strive 
to accomplish. And education in particular cannot be dissociated from the visions of 
the good life and the good society that give education direction, unless you accept 
an instrumental and objectivist vision of knowledge and education. Consequently, 
the term of the floating signifier is not a license that any ‘evidence’ goes, but a 
reflection that truths about what works in education can seldom be dissociated from 
the perspectives, values and purposes that give direction to educational activities 
(e.g. Biesta 2007, 2010).

 Discourses, Genealogies and Floating Signifiers

A Foucauldian approach allows us to make evidence discourse problematic as a 
particular truth regime that makes some ways of speaking and acting possible while 
excluding others (Foucault 1971). Like any other discourse, it is constituted as a 
pattern of interconnected statements which reciprocally refer to one another, thereby 
continually reinforcing the totality of the discourse. The immanent logic thus con-
strued forms a strategic space wherein a number of different subject positions 
emerge to be occupied by willing individuals. Obviously, one must subject one’s 
self to the discursive regime in question in order to be included as a legitimate sub-
ject within this regime.

Foucault argued that the power-knowledge effects of a given discourse must be 
measured by the extent to which it matches and mirrors the dominant configuration 
of dominant and less dominant discourses that set the boundaries for how individu-
als can think and act at a given time and space in history (Foucault 1993, 1997). 
Foucault considered it his task to chart, via a genealogical method, the topological 
contours of the battlefields with which subjects within different discursive fields 
struggle to come to terms (e.g. the fields of madness, reason, imprisonment, subjec-
tivity, sexuality and so forth).

Drawing on insights from Foucauldian genealogy, I shall sketch major threads 
that appear to have coalesced, making evidence discourse an increasingly dominant 
voice which cannot be ignored when considering what works in education. Or, for-
mulated as a question in a Foucauldian genealogical vein: How has it come about 
that researchers, policy-makers and practitioners today make education problematic 
in terms of ‘evidence’ and ‘what works’?

In order to explore potentials for expanding what evidence and what works may 
mean, I shall introduce ‘floating signifiers’ as a useful thinking tool. This entails an 
analytical concept coined by Ernesto Laclau (1993) in order to capture a category of 
open empirical concepts that have become increasingly prevalent in modern societ-
ies, producing meaning and consensus at a sufficiently general level in order to 
cover the diversity of lifeforms at play when various subject positions negotiate 
what shall count as legitimate truths within different policy areas. The current 
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 political climate abounds with dominant floating signifiers such as ‘quality’, ‘effi-
ciency’ and ‘excellence’. They set new agendas and dislocate established truths by 
expressing flexibly the interests of dominant configurations of stakeholders.

A particular consensus-producing feature of the floating signifier is that it makes 
it difficult to disagree until you require specifics about how it is intended to be 
operationalized. You cannot disagree with ‘quality’ as such. Similarly, it is hard to 
disagree that evidence and what works approaches to dealing with reality are desir-
able. As documented in this chapter, the dominant version of evidence performs 
exactly that operation. It appears open to interpretation at a surface level while being 
simultaneously already coded with meaning and woven into powerful genealogies 
of possible meanings by virtue of lengthy negotiations among powerful stakehold-
ers. In medicine as well as education, evidence for what works is thus established 
by linking particular perceptions of science to the pragmatic powers and agendas of 
dominant stakeholders within policy, science and market.

Observing evidence as a floating signifier thus assists us in mapping dominant 
policy agendas and, hopefully, challenges us to experiment, looking for new inter-
pretations in the ruptures and inconsistencies that appear from the maelstrom of 
highly charged political contexts (Deleuze and Guattari 1994; Krejsler 2016). 
Overall, this chapter represents a thinking technology for researchers and profes-
sional groups within education in their struggle to produce knowledge and practices 
that gain legitimacy by exploiting the interstices and possible loopholes in current 
dominant policy configurations to which they are subjected. As a hybrid technology, 
it represents potential pitfalls as well, as engaging in the dangerous struggles around 
dominant policy practices entails the risk of being co-opted into negotiations that 
may well narrow the room for manoeuver, giving legitimacy to an evidence consen-
sus that may disregard useful knowledge and practices which educational research-
ers and professionals have built up over decades. That is the risk taken when entering 
this game. However, the costs of staying out of it may well be considerably higher, 
as it leaves the space entirely to others. As such, this chapter claims to do service to 
the public good by supplying a conceptual apparatus that may expand what counts 
as ‘evidence’ and ‘what works’ knowledge, and thus may assist more groups in 
entering the struggle about education and how it may be thought and organized.

 The Genealogy of ‘Evidence’ and ‘What Works’ Discourse 
in Education

In this section I shall clarify how the evidence discourse became a dominant regime 
of knowledge in education by mapping how major sources from medicine coalesced 
with agendas of school effectiveness research and transnational agencies like the 
OECD and its focus upon optimizing human capital. This would eventually trans-
form conditions for producing knowledge about education (Bhatti et  al. 2006; 
Hammersley 2007; OECD 1996, 2007; Rieper and Hansen 2007).
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Historically, the concept of evidence has many sources, ranging from everyday 
common sense discourses to judicial and economy discourses. From the late 1980s 
onwards, however, the concept of evidence has mainly – albeit not exclusively – 
been associated with a resurging neo-positivist paradigm and its procedures for pro-
ducing knowledge about what works in relation to particular interventions (Alvesson 
and Skjöldberg 2000; Hammersley 2007; Krejsler 2013; Pawson 2006; Rieper and 
Hansen 2007; Sackett et al. 1996).

The evidence discourse that has gained pre-eminence in relation to producing 
knowledge about what works is rooted within the medical field (Bhatti et al. 2006; 
Browman 1999; Rieper and Hansen 2007; Sackett et  al. 1996). In 1972, Archie 
Cochrane (1909–1988) published “Effectiveness and Efficiency – Random reflec-
tions on health services” (Cochrane 1972), the groundbreaking book that was des-
tined to achieve an almost mythical position. Cochrane argued that public resources 
are scarce, and therefore it is important that they are spent on practices with a proven 
record of effectiveness. He argued that a systematic base of scientifically tested 
knowledge of what works should be accumulated, preferably based on Randomized 
Controlled Trials (RCTs) or similar experimental designs that aim at testing well- 
defined causal relations. He was convinced that this approach would supply reliable 
knowledge to the health services with greater probability than other approaches to 
evidence. A substantial element to Cochrane’s argument was that the universality 
and objectivity of evidence produced by RCT would contribute to continually 
ensuring equal access for all to effective treatment. Cochrane’s simple suggestion, 
and the fact that RCTs were becoming mainstream in medical research, contributed 
to a breakthrough within the health services. By 1990, The Cochrane Collaboration 
(www.cochrane.org) was established, which has since then been under continuous 
expansion and is today an international and highly influential collaboration of pro-
fessionals, with considerable impact on policy. These events gave momentum to the 
efforts to elaborate so-called systematic reviews of international research about 
what works in relation to particular medical substances and treatments. The evi-
dence ladder here serves as a methodological device to rank the quality of studies 
according to an ideal of objectivity, validity and reliability that celebrates the 
Randomized Controlled Trial as its golden standard (e.g. http://www.controlled- 
trials.com/). This development has been facilitated by the fact that in the 1980s, 
meta-analysis developed into an independent field of research. Meta-analysis is the 
methodological basis of this review form designed to statistically calculate and syn-
thesize what primary studies say about what works according to rigorous standards 
privileging the evidence ladder. The emergence of the evidence discourse, 
Cochrane’s initiative and its repercussions mainly arrived ‘bottom-up’, i.e. from the 
profession of medical doctors themselves. This truth regime signifies a neo- 
positivist, quantitative and experiment-oriented approach to doing science.

Inspired by the work of the Cochrane Collaboration, the Campbell Collaboration 
was established in 2000 with the ambition to make social welfare, crime prevention 
and education as evidence-based as medicine (Bhatti et al. 2006; Petrosine et al. 
2001). The Campbell Collaboration upholds basically the same review procedures 
as the Cochrane Collaboration, including the evidence ladder that places at its top 
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systematic reviews conducted as meta-analyses of primary studies that place RCTs 
as the golden standard.

In relation to social welfare, crime and education, the evidence discourse is con-
siderably more directed by the agendas of policy-makers and administrators. In 
part, this can be explained by the fact that these fields differ from the medical field 
in crucial aspects (e.g. Bhatti et al. 2006; Hammersley 2007; Pawson 2006). Among 
other issues, these fields are more diverse in terms of professionals’ levels of educa-
tion, lack of unified professional identity and questioned public status and state 
authorization. Further, their knowledge base refers to a number of competing scien-
tific paradigms, largely social sciences and humanities paradigms that are often 
more difficult to convert into regimes that produce so-called ‘certain knowledge 
about what works’ which is measurable and can be standardized.

One could argue that education constitutes the field that has been impacted most 
severely by the evidence discourse understood as a pressure that has largely come 
from external stakeholders representing discursive regimes which resonate poorly 
with most existing discourses among professionals and researchers in education 
(Ball 2007; Bhatti et al. 2006; Borgnakke et al. 2006; Krejsler 2013). It should be 
added, though, that established traditions among researchers and professionals 
within education have since long adopted evidence discourse. The latter often 
engage in close collaboration with policy-makers and administrators in an effort to 
develop and implement evidence-based or evidence-informed policy, with many 
researchers gathering in or referring to the well-established International Congress 
of School Effectiveness and Improvement (e.g. http://www.icsei.net/).

This intensified focus on education is hardly surprising in a period when national 
governments and transnational bodies like the OECD, EU and the Bologna Process 
are increasingly occupied with discourses of Knowledge Economies and Life-Long 
Learning (Henry et  al. 2001; Meyer and Benavot 2013; Nóvoa and Lawn 2002; 
Prewitt 2012; Rizvi and Lingard 2010). The OECD has increased attention to 
improve the role and efficiency of educational research as a background for deci-
sions made by policy-makers, in addition to the ongoing efforts of practitioners to 
make educational institutions more result and efficiency oriented and more evidence- 
based (Burns and Schuller 2007; OECD 2007). An increasing number of compara-
tive surveys, statistics and country reports have thus been developed as aids to 
policy and practice advice.

In 2004, one of these country reports was accomplished at the request of the 
Danish government (OECD/CERI 2004). It came to the main conclusions that 
Danish educational research (R&D) was characterized by too little focused research 
on key areas, and that links were too weak between educational research and the 
needs of practitioners and policy-makers. It was within this context that the OECD 
made the recommendation that a Clearinghouse for Educational Research should be 
established, drawing on the accomplishments of the British Evidence for Policy and 
Practice Information and Co-Ordinating Centre (EPPI) as well as the American 
What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) (http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/). WWC was 
established in close collaboration with the Campbell Collaboration (Boruch and 
Herman 2007). This was done in continuation of the No Child Left Behind School 
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Act (U.S.  Department of Education 2002), with the explicit purpose of making 
school practice more evidence-based (Coalition for Evidence-Based Policy 2003). 
EPPI and – even more so – WWC have drawn extensively upon inspiration from, 
and collaboration with, the Campbell Collaboration. To illustrate the impact of these 
developments in terms of what counts as evidence and knowledge about what 
works, it should be noted that legislation following the NCLB act requires schools 
to rely on scientifically based research for programs and teaching methods. The act 
defines this as “research that involves the application of rigorous, systematic, and 
objective procedures to obtain reliable and valid knowledge relevant to education 
activities and programs” (Hamilton et al. 2008; Zucker 2004). This means scientifi-
cally based research results in “replicable and applicable findings” from research 
that uses appropriate methods to generate persuasive, empirical conclusions. Non- 
scientific methods – according to this discourse – include following tradition, per-
sonal preferences, and what is claimed to be non-scientific research such as research 
based on case studies, ethnographies, personal interviews, discourse analysis, 
grounded theory, action research and other forms of qualitative research . The latter 
are no longer seen as an acceptable basis for making decisions about teaching chil-
dren under the act, which makes them ineligible for federal funding.

The Danish Clearinghouse for Educational Research applies a broader definition 
of evidence than the one represented by the Campbell Collaboration, WWC and the 
evidence ladder. It explicitly mentions EPPI as a key inspiration. In addition, it 
should be mentioned, however, that very few RCT-primary studies have been car-
ried out in Danish or Scandinavian contexts, which for a considerable time to come 
would make systematic reviews relying on such studies dubiously reliant on 
American studies in particular. And, judging from existing reviews, the Danish 
Clearinghouse approach appears to be closer to the more inclusive and narrative 
approaches to synthesizing reviews of what works that thrive among scholars like 
Hilbert Meyer (2004) and Brophy and Good, who for decades have represented 
alternative approaches to synthesizing evidence for what works in education 
(Brophy and Good 1986; Good and Brophy 2003). Currently, the approach to con-
ceiving of evidence represented by John Hattie and his best-seller Visible Learning 
is gaining considerable ground (Hattie 2009). This approach mimics the Campbell 
approach in some aspects by carrying out quantitatively based reviews from thou-
sands of primary studies – albeit not adopting the evidence ladder as such – in order 
to identify correlations that enable statements about what works in relation to facili-
tating learning.

It will thus be interesting to observe in the years to come which strategies for 
determining what counts as evidence will be adopted by the Danish Clearinghouse 
for Educational Research. Will this clearinghouse succeed in bridging the gaps 
between policy-makers, practitioners and the research community, in terms of ideas 
about what works, and thus gain broad legitimacy? Or will it rather be looked upon 
as an unbearable attempt to reduce the multi-paradigmatic features of existing edu-
cational research in order to elevate more mono-paradigmatic quantifiable measur-
ing to the legitimate standard for producing truths to teachers and pre-school 
teachers (e.g. Borgnakke et al. 2006; Christensen and Krejsler 2013; Lihme 2005; 
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MandagMorgen 2004; Moos et  al. 2005; Thorslund 2005; Utdanningsforbundet 
2008)? Or will it be ignored?

In summary, we observe that the evidence discourse is subtly transformed as it 
travels from a medical context to an education context. The educational research 
community and professionals appear to have less of a say than policy-makers and 
administrators. Human capital and knowledge economy discourses visibly inter-
vene, carried forth by strong transnational players, the OECD in particular. A truth 
regime that often resonates poorly with existing discourses and regimes for produc-
ing truths about what works among the bulk of professionals has to be accommo-
dated (Ball 2007; Biesta 2007, 2010).

 ‘Evidence’, ‘What Works’ and the Reconfiguration 
of Dominant Policy

The expansion of the evidence discourse from the medical field to education signi-
fies the establishment of a dominant discursive formation that cannot be ignored. 
Thus, in a Danish context, Nordic Cochrane, Nordic Campbell Centre and the 
Danish Clearinghouse for Educational Research were all established in alliance 
with dominant players in Danish society such as the National Board of Health, the 
Ministry of Health, the Ministry of Social Welfare, the Ministry of Education and 
the Ministry of Science, Technology & Innovation (Bhatti et al. 2006; Moos et al. 
2005). Nordic Cochrane and Nordic Campbell Centre received substantial supple-
mentary funding from the Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Social Welfare, 
which, however, was not the case with the Danish Clearinghouse for Educational 
Research. In England, the Evidence for Policy and Practice Information & 
Co-Ordination Centre (EPPI), the Campbell Collaboration and other key evidence- 
producing institutions succeeded in elevating this truth regime into a dominant dis-
course by joining forces with New Labour and its interest in legitimizing policy 
choices with reference to evidence-based or, at least, evidence-informed scientific 
backing (e.g. Furlong et al. 2009a, b; Oakley 2007; Wells 2007).

As already argued, the evidence discourse is furthermore closely aligned with 
dominant players on the global stage such as the OECD and EU, as knowledge 
economy discourse surges (e.g. Henry et  al. 2001; Krejsler et  al. 2014; Pawson 
2006). It is part of a global regime of knowledge that standardizes knowledge pro-
duction across national boundaries and academic disciplines (Larner and Walters 
2004; Nóvoa and Yariv-Mashal 2003). Comparisons and rankings of countries gain 
ground as education and the competitiveness of nations are increasingly linked dis-
cursively (Henry et al. 2001; Hopmann 2008; Meyer and Benavot 2013; Nóvoa and 
Lawn 2002).

New Public Management strategies are employed to implement the idea of a 
market of public services, which presupposes a market of competing suppliers of 
services that are comparable and transparent to consumers (Hood 1995; 
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 Sahlin- Andersson 2001). Here, the evidence discourse expediently offers a method-
ology that makes services measurable and comparable with the explicit purpose of 
exposing what works (Hammersley 2013; OECD 2007; Pawson 2006; Prewitt 2012; 
Rieper and Hansen 2007). A seductive imagery of standards and transparency is 
produced, which comes in handy for policy-makers and practitioners who need sim-
plified criteria for prioritizing choices in a complex world abounding with informa-
tion and possible choices. Floating signifiers like ‘freedom’, ‘quality’, ‘choice’ and 
‘evidence’ profoundly influence health services and education as consumers are 
allotted tax-financed vouchers to choose among public services made comparable in 
order to optimize what they believe will provide the best treatment or learning 
environment.

In light of the battles with positivism in the late 1960s and the rise of social con-
structivism since the 1980s, it is noteworthy that the evidence discourse drawing, as 
it does so explicitly, on neo-positivist ideals, succeeds in gaining such momentum 
within the hitherto largely humanities and social sciences dominated fields of edu-
cation (Alvesson and Skjöldberg 2000; Gibbons 1994; Habermas 1971; Hammersley 
2013; Lyotard 1999/1984).

 Thinking ‘Evidence’ and ‘What Works’ Differently: 
Exploring the Potentials of a Floating Signifier

The rise of the evidence discourse as a dominant truth regime draws attention to the 
fact that over time, different academic and professional fields have developed differ-
ent criteria for producing truths, in basic research as well as applied research (Clarke 
2006; Gibbons 1994; Habermas 1971; Hammersley 2007). They exercise different 
functions, serve different stakeholders, and produce, consequently, different knowl-
edge bases that represent different approaches to what works. This, however, is no 
argument for not continuously scrutinizing whether already established criteria for 
scientific practice are unduly taken for granted. Nonetheless, it brings into question 
whether the RCT-based or similar criteria for evidence may be ascribed universal 
validity across academic and professional boundaries. Among many educational 
researchers and practitioners, contestation is rising against an evidence discourse 
that is experienced as largely disregarding the ‘nature’ and particularities of the 
educational field as they understand it (Ball 2007; Biesta 2007, 2010; Hammersley 
2013).

Nevertheless, it is recognized that the field of education is under increasing pres-
sure from external stakeholders to document what works according to particular 
formats, as public debate increasingly takes direction from what counts as evidence 
in large-scale international quantitative comparisons. This is largely driven by a 
pressure to produce so-called certain knowledge which, allegedly, makes it easier to 
prioritize interventions with a proven track record in education and thus make more 
efficient use of limited tax revenue. The OECD PISA surveys have been particularly 
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influential in shaping national agendas in that direction (Hopmann 2008; Meyer and 
Benavot 2013). It is still highly disputed, however, among educational researchers 
and professionals whether the breakthrough of the evidence discourse in the form of 
quantitative measuring, statistics, rankings, benchmarking and so forth actually 
increases the overall quality of education (Biesta 2010; Hammersley 2013). A 
strong critical voice, Stephen J. Ball (2007), warns that educational studies should 
not be reduced to a mere technician’s approach to finding tools that work, thereby 
potentially excluding the role of the intellectual’s theoretically informed approach 
to research.

In order to manoeuver within the opportunities and pitfalls of this new – and at 
times treacherous – discursive landscape, I suggest that we enter into a struggle to 
expand the meanings of evidence and ideas of what works in ways that link con-
structively to the long genealogies of producing truths within different professional 
languages and academic disciplines in education. In claiming to serve the public 
good, I do this to emphasize that evidence and what works should be dealt with as 
means to an end: better education. Education – as well as other professional fields – 
first and foremost needs professionals who can exercise professional judgment 
according to the educational situation to be dealt with. Obviously they need knowl-
edge about what works, but the question about which knowledge that works, many 
would argue, can seldom be decided in advance and independently of the educa-
tional situation in question. Consequently, it becomes evident – in my mind – that it 
would be a tactical blunder of considerable dimensions to voluntarily surrender the 
right to define the floating signifiers of evidence and what works too quickly and 
conclusively to the dominant evidence discourse and its particular staging of how 
one produces evidence about education. What counts as evidence about what works 
in relation to a given issue thus appears to merit – more often than not – a rigorous 
appraisal of the ‘nature’ of the professional field and the influence of the particular 
context involved.

Working with evidence as a floating signifier requires careful appreciation of the 
actual strategic spaces available in current policy and scientific discourse and their 
associated contexts. Nonetheless, by engaging in constantly challenging the limits 
of the actual possible one may find spaces and opportunities to expand and – pos-
sibly – loosen bits of meaning of evidence from the currently dominant evidence 
discourse (Deleuze and Guattari 1994; Krejsler 2006, 2016).

In this light, I suggest that we introduce three analytical distinctions into the 
evidence discourse to sharpen the gaze when the educational researcher or profes-
sional manoeuvers within current evidence and what works discourse:

 1. A distinction between evidence-based and evidence-informed knowledge allows 
for distinction between ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ evidence issues;

 2. A distinction between global and local forms of evidence enables distinction 
between a global form of evidence that is valid among all within a well-defined 
group of intervention across contextual particularities and a local form of evi-
dence that primarily makes sense with reference to the particularities of the con-
text involved;
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 3. A distinction between external and internal forms of evidence makes visible the 
distribution of power relations concerning who owns the right to produce legiti-
mate knowledge about what works.

 Evidence-Based or Evidence-Informed Knowledge 
and Professional Discretion

Following the genealogy of evidence discourse closely will reveal that as it moves 
from medicine towards ‘softer’ areas such as education, the need for a distinction 
between evidence-based and evidence-informed knowledge about what works grad-
ually develops (e.g. Hammersley 2013; Hammersley 2007). In medicine, it often – 
but not always – makes perfect sense to talk about evidence-based knowledge about 
what works, i.e. causal or quasi-causal knowledge. In education, however, contex-
tual factors often – but not always – become so important that it makes sense to talk 
more humbly about evidence-informed knowledge. In relation to a pill for head-
aches, it usually makes sense to talk about evidence-based knowledge; however, 
when doing counseling in relation to a child at school whose parents are in the 
process of being divorced, it is mostly difficult to speak of what works in a strong 
sense. This does not mean, however, that choice of interventions cannot be informed 
by knowledge about what works although decisions will often require close and 
careful reference to the particular context, the ones involved as well as appreciation 
of and dialogue about the issue as it evolves.

Even strong proponents of dominant evidence approaches, like Ann Oakley, pre-
vious director of EPPI (2007) and David H.  Hargreaves (2007) concede that in 
softer, multi-paradigmatic policy-fields it makes sense to speak more tentatively 
about evidence-informed policy and practice rather than employing a more rigorous 
evidence-based approach like the one within the medical field. Further, as men-
tioned, the similar but broader approaches to looking for correlations based on large 
quantitative systematic reviews, like those carried out by researchers such as John 
Hattie, are gaining considerable momentum (Hattie 2009). Already existing 
approaches to synthesizing knowledge about what works offer potential alliance 
partners in challenging the dominant evidence discourse in ways that resonate better 
with understandings among professionals and researchers of various paradigms. For 
instance, the strong German tradition represented by Hilbert Meyer and Andreas 
Helmke among others has attempted to make more inclusive and narrative syntheses 
of what research claims works in education (Helmke et al. 2008; Meyer 2004). For 
instance, in Was ist guter Unterricht? (What is good teaching?) Hilbert Meyer con-
cludes that research shows considerable agreement that there are traits which char-
acterize good teaching across contexts, including: it is well structured; the teachers 
know their subject; methods cannot be chosen independently of context; and teach-
ing that works takes into consideration the individual differences and learning needs 
of students. Syntheses of the latter kind have been criticized for being so general 
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that they do not offer much guidance to teachers in relation to concrete instruction. 
They do not capture the causal or quasi-causal relations that the dominant evidence 
regime is looking for, and they do not isolate particular methods, ways of organizing 
class and so forth in manners that are valid across contexts as global evidence. The 
counterargument is that this level of generality reflects the contextually dependent 
‘nature’ of most educational issues.

 Global Versus Local Forms of Evidence: Which Kind 
of Knowledge Is Relevant?

Here, focus is on the features of the knowledge base that is applied to deal with 
professional issues (e.g. Moos et al. 2005). Global evidence represents knowledge 
that is valid with large probability for all within a well-defined group of interven-
tion, for example taking a particular medicine against a certain type of symptoms, 
or the application of a particular reading method to deal with particular pronuncia-
tion problems. Most dominant evidence-discourse aspires for knowledge about 
what works that represents global evidence. Local evidence points to the importance 
of contextual knowledge for deciding whether a given intervention is likely to work.

Local evidence should not be confused with what is called internal evidence in 
the following section, which rather refers to the aspect of who demands that a par-
ticular kind of knowledge shall be applied, be it external or internal stakeholders. 
Local evidence refers to a kind of knowledge production that is sensitive to local 
contexts and may or may not be relevant in other contexts. Production of this kind 
of – often qualitative – knowledge often employs other research paradigms, such as 
action research that directly involves students, teachers and other stakeholders in 
producing knowledge about what works, or ethnographic qualitative approaches 
that are sensitive to the particularities of a given school and classroom culture 
located within a particular local, social, ethnic and national culture. What counts as 
evidence and what works as best practice for a nurse in their care for a particular 
patient is often hard to settle without reference to the particular context, i.e. local 
evidence: is it a cancerous patient overwhelmed by fear of death? Is the patient a 
child, an elderly spouse or a single and lonely patient without relatives? Is the 
patient religious or an atheist? Here, it hardly makes sense to apply methods that fit 
all. The same would often apply to the teacher dealing with a child in crisis, and so 
forth.

Since the 1960s and 1970s, individualizing discourse has developed into a par-
ticularly strong regime for producing concepts and technologies that resonate with 
local evidence and context sensitivity. Over the decades, this discourse has high-
lighted a plethora of terminologies about the academic, social and personal compe-
tences to be developed by students in each their individual way, be it the 
self-realization, project-oriented, unique individuality or the lifelong learner version 
(Gardner 2011; Gartenschlaeger and Hinzen 2001; Rogers 1969). Here, demands 
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for evidence that particular interventions work refer more to professionals’ and stu-
dents’ process evaluation within the institution, i.e. local forms of evidence. The 
social technologies employed to produce evidence of student achievement would be 
project work, log books, portfolios, social contracts, formative evaluation and so 
forth. Attention is directed at dialogue, supervision and other process technologies 
that reflect interaction between teacher and students. At an organisational level, 
appraisal interviews with teachers and teams of teachers, and dialogue with parents 
are employed (Krejsler 2006, 2007). When society increasingly demands that indi-
viduals learn to document their particular academic, social and personal compe-
tences, obviously school will be required to produce evidence that students acquire 
such competences (Undervisningsministeriet (Danish Ministry of Education) 1996, 
2003). It may be reasonably assumed that a host of knowledge and practices devel-
oped and practiced by the teaching profession for decades qualifies as evidence for 
best practice, be it project work, log books, portfolios, self-appraisal or social con-
tracts. Concerning educational research, Stephen Kemmis argues that participatory 
action research, which involves teachers and students, is an indispensable approach 
to producing knowledge and practices, i.e. an alternative understanding of evidence 
for what works (Kemmis 2007). Obviously, even local forms of evidence should be 
scrutinised for their potentials and pitfalls, as has been done extensively by, among 
others, Foucault-inspired educational research (e.g. Krejsler 2006; Popkewitz 1998; 
Rose 1999/1989).

Most educational situations, however, tend to call for interventions that make use 
of both global and local forms of evidence. Even within contextually very particular 
situations there are plenty of partial aspects that may benefit from reference to 
global evidence. For the nurse, this could be knowledge about and access to pain- 
relieving medicine. For the teacher, it could be knowledge about and access to meth-
ods for learning links between sound and letters, knowledge about physiological 
development for children of particular ages and ensuing learning barriers, and so 
forth. Exercise of professional discretion here demands that professionals have sig-
nificant mastery of various theories and methods representing both global and local 
forms of evidence that can be brought into play when a given practice must be dealt 
with. Global and local forms of evidence are here exposed as ‘just’ the means – or 
the repertoire of knowledge – that professionals draw on when performing the art of 
exercising professional judgment in situations of application. Blind evidence refers 
to situations where global or local forms of evidence are applied blindly by virtue of 
habit, dogmatism or tradition, i.e. where professional judgment is suspended when 
it comes to determining whether one or the other form of evidence should be applied 
to a concrete situation.

Even strong proponents of the dominant evidence and what works truth regime, 
such as Professor Robert E. Slavin, director of the Center for Research and Reform 
in Education at Johns Hopkins University, shows considerable understanding for 
employing the distinction between global and local evidence, albeit from a narrower 
epistemological perspective than argued in this chapter:
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However, there is a big distinction between two kinds of good evidence that I think it is 
useful to make … One kind of good evidence relates to proven programs … A hallmark of 
proven programs is that they are designed for replication … The other type of good evi-
dence, local evidence, is derived internally to a given school, district, city, or state. Such 
evidence helps policymakers and educators understand their own situation, opportunities, 
and problems, and to evaluate policies or practices already underway or being considered. 
Such data may be particularly valued by the local leadership, because it addresses problems 
they care about, but it is not intended to produce answers to universal problems, except 
perhaps as a byproduct … Of course, proven programs and local evidence can overlap, as 
when a given district or state implements and evaluates a replicable program that responds 
to its own needs … Because the local leadership was involved all along, they may have 
greater commitment to obtaining good data and then acting on it. Local evaluations exist in 
a particular context, which may make the findings of interest in that context and in other 
places with similar contexts … As we build up stronger and broader evidence of both kinds 
(i.e. proven programs and local evidence (JBK)), it will be important to learn how each 
contributes to learning about optimal practice in education. (Slavin 2016)

 External or Internal Evidence: Who Has the Decision-Making 
Powers to Require Which Knowledge Should Be Applied?

Whereas the above distinction between global and local forms of evidence focuses 
on differences in the forms of knowledge that the professional may employ, the 
distinction between external or internal evidence asks who has the right to make the 
decisions about which forms of evidence should be applied. External evidence 
refers to requirements that external stakeholders such as politicians, officials, 
administrators or external experts impose upon a given professional area, its organi-
zations and professionals. Internal evidence refers to knowledge and evidence for 
what works that professionals and associated researchers choose to develop and 
apply based on research, development and practice within their field, be it global or 
local forms of evidence.

External evidence typically refers to situations where policy-makers or national 
and municipal funding bodies require that professionals use special methods or 
approaches when it comes to documenting that there is evidence showing that 
applied interventions have effects that work better than other available interven-
tions. When such external evidence demands are linked to funding or specific 
municipal or national quality assurance measures, they usually have the effect that 
professional practices are aligned to satisfy such requirements. Here, one may find 
that external evidence tends to impact on educational practice by enhancing atten-
tion towards fulfilling the demands that are required. This may produce positive 
effects in that students know which well-defined demands to achieve. It may even 
ensure that most students achieve some basic literacy and numeracy skills. Further, 
it may encourage professionals to become more systematic and stringent in concep-
tualizing and implementing interventions that may previously have been conducted 
with less reflection, relying more on tradition and habits. This may ensure that sys-
tematic methods are applied, and that obligations are honored to measure and 
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 compare individuals’ behavior before and after a given intervention in quantitative 
terms, across organizations, municipalities and nations. This may lead to develop-
ment of a reservoir of knowledge to provide overview of the multitude of possible 
interventions, and potentially develop global evidence that may qualify professional 
judgment. When professionals know that they are expected to abide by relatively 
well-defined requirements, they may actually enhance performance due to having 
tangible demands to live up to. This may provide some certainty in working proce-
dures to ensure that all clients/users meet some basic requirements in relation to 
social skills, job readiness or other demands.

Inversely, however, it may produce negative effects in terms of undermining 
trust-based relationships between external stakeholders and large sections of profes-
sionals and the educational research community. The latter may experience a loss of 
ownership and professional autonomy in relation to the practice they are required to 
exercise professional judgment within or produce knowledge about. When profes-
sionals experience that, first and foremost, they are expected to abide by a given 
manual, they may – as a consequence – lose attention to all the other potential solu-
tions to the problem which their professional repertoire might otherwise have sensi-
tized them to activate. This could mean that interventions that do not fit into an 
experimental and quantifiable design are likely to be excluded; not because they do 
not work, but because their effects cannot be made comparable or measured in 
Randomized Controlled Trials or similar formats. Interventions based on qualitative 
methods that seek to adapt approaches to the particular context will not be chosen – 
e.g. an approach that seeks to involve, by means of explorative dialogue, the clients 
whose resources are assumed pivotal to engage in order to make real and long- 
lasting changes in habits and lifestyle. The imposition of external evidence mea-
sures may result in substantial washback effects on interpretation of curricula and 
on teaching (e.g. Graham 2006). If demands are primarily directed at literacy, 
numeracy and science subjects – as is currently the case in Denmark and in the 
PISA surveys  – it may be at the expense of other subject areas such as history, 
music, arts and physical education. It may turn much social and educational work 
unnecessarily instrumental. There is a risk that the cultural heritage may lose some 
of its features of having a value in its own right – in contributing to developing ‘the 
good life’ and ‘the good society’ – if students experience that they come to school 
mainly to get good grades and do well in tests (Biesta 2007, 2010; Hammersley 
2013).

In contrast, internal evidence points to knowledge and practice which profes-
sionals and/or associated researchers choose to develop and apply within their orga-
nizations, and which simultaneously works to qualify their knowledge base and 
professional practice. Such practice involves various mixtures of global and local 
forms of evidence. In order to qualify such a concept of internal evidence, it must be 
linked with procedures regarding how local practice may be continuously qualified 
on a scientific basis. If one blindly exalts local traditions and knowledge of what we 
usually do to ‘knowledge about what works’, one’s knowledge base is in imminent 
danger of becoming provincialized. As an example, the Norwegian educational phi-
losopher Erling Lars Dale spent much of his career developing a scientific and 
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 systematic approach to conceptualizing how internal evidence about what works 
can be qualified – an approach aimed at integrating global forms of evidence with 
local forms of evidence. Dale developed the notion of ‘didactic rationality’, built on 
pedagogy as a scientific discipline and as a criterion for adequate scientific justifica-
tion of educational practice (e.g. Dale 2008). The main idea is that an educational 
practice can only count as rational if there is a systematic link between three levels 
of competence and the corresponding role expectations: K1 (to carry out 
teaching/educational practice), K2 (to construct teaching/educational programs) 
and K3 (to communicate on the basis of and construct didactic theory). At the K1 
level, the professional teacher exercises the role of teaching and is subject to imme-
diate demands to act. At K2 level, the professional exercises the role of being a team 
colleague, and plans instruction and class activities for the immediate future. Here, 
they are under suspended demands to act within the context of a compelling local 
school culture, a particular mix of students and given local, municipal and national 
frameworks. At competence level K3, the professional exercises the role of 
researcher in their own professional practice. Here, the professional is freed from 
the demand to act which everyday school life and its context usually impose upon 
them. And the practice levels K1 and K2 can be questioned and discussed in relation 
to the larger societal contexts which frame them. To the extent that the professional 
can build up systematic coherence between the three levels of competence on a 
scientific base, their practice acquires the potential to qualify and develop evidence, 
i.e. ‘knowledge about what works’. Other approaches that resonate with such an 
understanding of developing internal evidence would draw on concepts such as the 
reflective practitioner, the transition from novice to expert, tacit knowledge, com-
munities of practice and so forth (Dreyfus and Dreyfus 1986; Polanyi 1967; Schön 
1983; Wenger 1998).

 Join the Struggle to Expand ‘Evidence’ and ‘What Works’!

As education and other public service areas are linked to global knowledge econ-
omy discourse (e.g. Henry et al. 2001; Larner and Walters 2004; OECD 2007; Rizvi 
and Lingard 2010), a growing need is produced for instruments to prioritize an 
increasing number of possible interventions in education to optimize learning within 
a framework of limited tax resources (Prewitt 2012; Sahlin-Andersson 2001). This 
state of affairs has facilitated the advent of a particular dominant evidence discourse 
for producing knowledge about what works which tends to reduce the kinds of 
knowledge and approaches that will be deemed legitimate and funded by states 
under pressure. This is done to reduce the public services expenditure and to better 
their perceived rankings among competing knowledge economies (Hammersley 
2013; OECD 2007; Wells 2007). Consequently, the need to enable evidence-based 
or evidence-informed choices about what works is growing (Prewitt 2012). This 
chapter has had the double purpose of (1) mapping the genealogy of this discourse 
in order to (2) enable the reader to constructively join the cultural struggle about 
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defining and, hopefully, expanding how knowledge about what works can be 
defined.

Establishing the regime of truth regarding what counts as evidence about educa-
tion and other public services is obviously a high-stakes endeavour that includes 
dominant players in society and has serious implications for what may count as 
public good. Recognizing this pressure, this chapter argues that a fruitful strategy 
for educational researchers and professionals may be to adopt the concept of evi-
dence as a floating signifier (Laclau 1993). It is argued that this may prove helpful 
in their struggle to expand the meanings of evidence to also cover substantial parts 
of their professional knowledge and experience. In the long run, this may prove 
beneficial also to students, citizens, consumers, policy-makers and others, as a con-
siderably broader knowledge and experience base will come to inform how educa-
tion – but also health and social welfare – practices are carried out. And thus public 
good will be served!

Viewing and dealing with evidence as part of a cultural struggle is, as argued in 
this chapter, no easy endeavour. If one aspires to be taken seriously, it requires up- 
to- date knowledge about, and proficiency in, how to play the complex constellations 
of subject positions among policy, market and professional players who compose 
the game to be mastered.

From the point of departure of understanding evidence as a floating signifier 
whose meanings can be expanded, the reader is incited to venture into the struggle 
with aid and inspiration from three analytical distinctions:

• Between evidence-based and evidence-informed knowledge;
• Between global and local forms of evidence; and
• Between external and internal evidence.

This serves the purpose of enabling professionals and others to think differently 
as they struggle to come to terms with the potentials and pitfalls of the pressure from 
the evidence discourse (Krejsler 2016). This chapter thus constitutes an encourage-
ment to engage in the battle about what public good may be and become in terms of 
defining what works in public services, recognizing the particular challenges posed 
by the advent of the evidence discourse.

References

Alvesson, M., & Skjöldberg, K. (2000). Reflexive methodology: New vistas for qualitative research. 
London: Sage Publications.

Ball, S. J. (2007). Intellectuals or technicians?: The urgent role of theory in educational studies. 
In M. Hammersley (Ed.), Educational research and evidence-based practice (pp. 106–120). 
London: SAGE. (in collaboration with Open University Press).

Bergmark, A., Lundström, T. (2006). Mot en evidensbaserad praktik? Om färdriktningen i 
socialt arbete [Towards and evidence-based practice? On the direction of social work]. 
Socialvetenskaplig Tidskrift (2/2006), 99–113.

2 Capturing the ‘Evidence’ and ‘What Works’ Agenda in Education: A Truth Regime…



38

Bhatti, Y., Hansen, H. F., & Rieper, O. (2006). Evidensbevægelsens udvikling, organisering og 
arbejdsform: En kortlægningsrapport [The evidence movement, its development, organization 
and work form: A mapping report]. Copenhagen: AKF-Forlaget.

Biesta, G. (2007). Why ‘what works’ won’t work: Evidence-based practice and the democratic 
deficit in educational research. Educational Theory, 57(1), 1–22.

Biesta, G. (2010). Why ‘what works’ still won’t work: From evidence-based to value-based educa-
tion. Studies in Philosophy and Education, 29(5), 491–503.

Borgnakke, K., Hauberg Mortensen, F., Rasmussen, P., Salling Olesen, H. (2006). Evidens – hvad 
kan det bruges til? [Evidence: What is it good for?]. Forskerforum, 17–19.

Boruch, R. F., & Herman, R. (2007). What works clearinghouse: United States. In T. Burns & 
T. Schuller (Eds.), Evindence in education: Linking research and policy (pp. 53–62). Paris: 
OECD/CERI.

Brophy, J., & Good, T. L. (1986). Teacher behavior and student achievement. In M. C. Wittrok 
(Ed.), Handbook of research on teaching (3rd ed.). New York: Macmillan Publishing Company.

Browman, G. P. (1999). Essence of evidence-based medicine: A case report. Journal of Clinical 
Oncology, 17(7).

Burns, T., & Schuller, T. (2007). The evidence agenda. In T. Burns & T. Schuller (Eds.), Evidence 
in education: Linking research and policy (pp. 15–32). Paris: OECD.

Christensen, S., & Krejsler, J. B. (2013). Evidens: Kampen om viden der virker [Evidence: The 
struggle about knowledge that works]. Copenhagen: FOA.

Clarke, A. (2006). Evidence-based evaluation in different professional domains: Similarities, dif-
ferences and challenges. In I. F. Shaw, J. C. Greene, & M. M. Mark (Eds.), The SAGE hand-
book of evaluation (pp. 559–581). London: SAGE Publications.

Coalition for Evidence-Based Policy. (2003). Identifying and implementing educational practices 
supported by rigorous evidence: A user friendly guide. Washington D.C.: U.S. Department of 
Education.

Cochrane, A. (1972). Effectiveness and efficiency – random reflections on health services. London: 
Nuffield Provincial Hospitals Trust.

Dale, E. L. (2008). Pædagogik og professionalitet [Education and professionalism]. Aarhus: Klim.
Deleuze, G., & Guattari, F. (1994). What is philosophy? New York: Columbia University Press.
Dreyfus, H., & Dreyfus, S. (1986). Mind over machine. New York: Free Press.
Foucault, M. (1971). L’ordre du discours; leçon inaugurale au Collège de France prononcée le 2 

décembre 1970 [The order of discourse]. Paris: Gallimard.
Foucault, M. (1993). Qu’est-ce que les Lumières? [What is enlightenment?]. Magazine Littéraire, 

309, 61–74.
Foucault, M. (1997). On the genealogy of ethics – an overview of work in progress. In P. Rabinow 

(Ed.), Foucault – ethics, subjectivity and truth (Essential works of foucault 1954–1984) (Vol. 
1, pp. 253–280). New York: The New Press.

Furlong, J., Cochran-Smith, M., & Brennan, M. (Eds.). (2009a). Policy and politics in teacher 
education: International perspectives. New York: Routledge.

Furlong, J., McNamara, O., Campbell, A., Howson, J., & Lewis, S. (2009b). Partnership, policy 
and politics: Initial teacher education in England under new labour. In J. Furlong, M. Cochran- 
Smith, & M. Brennan (Eds.), Policy and politics in teacher education: International perspec-
tives (pp. 45–56). New York: Routledge.

Gardner, H. (2011). Truth, beauty, and goodness reframed: Educating for the virtues in the 21st 
century. New York: Basic Books.

Gartenschlaeger, U., & Hinzen, H. (2001). Prospects and trends in adult education: A selection 
of contemporary writing on project work. Bonn: Institute for International Cooperation of the 
German Adult Education Association (IIZ/DVV).

Gibbons, M. T., Martin, & Scott, P. (1994). The new production of knowledge: The dynamics of 
science and research in contemporary societies. London: SAGE.

Good, T. L., & Brophy, J. (2003). Looking in classrooms (9th ed.). Boston: Allyn & Bacon.
Graham, J. (2006). The drivers of change. Professional Voice, 4(2), 1–10.

J.B. Krejsler



39

Habermas, J. (1971). Knowledge and human interests. Boston: Beacon Press.
Hamilton, L. S., Stecher, B. M., & Yuan, K. (2008). Standards-based reform in the United States: 

History, research, and future directions. Retrieved from RAND Corporation, Washington, DC: 
http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/reprints/2009/RAND_RP1384.pdf

Hammersley, M. (Ed.). (2007). Educational research and evidence-based practice. London: Sage. 
(In collaboration with Open University Press).

Hammersley, M. (2013). The myth of research-based policy and practice. London: SAGE.
Hargreaves, D. H. (2007). Teaching as a research-based profession: Possibilities and prospects. In 

M. Hammersley (Ed.), Educational research and evidence-based practice (pp. 3–17). London: 
SAGE. (in collaboration with Open University Press).

Hattie, J. (2009). Visible learning: A synthesis of over 800 meta-analyses relating to achievement. 
New York: Routledge.

Helmke, A., Walter, C., Lankes, E.-M., Ditton, H., Eikenbusch, G., Pfiffner, M., & Christiansen, 
J.  P. (2008). Hvad vi ved om god undervisning [What we know about good teaching]. 
Frederikshavn: Dafolo.

Henry, M., Lingard, B., Rizvi, F., & Taylor, S. (2001). The OECD, globalisation and education 
policy. Oxford: IAU Press & Elsevier Science Ltd..

Hood, C. (1995). The “new public management” in the 1980s: Variations on a theme. Accounting, 
Organizations & Society, 20, 93–109.

Hopmann, S. T. (2008). No child, no school, no state left behind: Schooling in the age of account-
ability. Journal of Curriculum Studies, 40, 417–456.

Kemmis, S. (2007). Action research. In M. Hammersley (Ed.), Educational research and evidence- 
based practice (pp. 167–180). London: Sage. (In collaboration with Open University Press).

Krejsler, J. (2006). Education and individualizing technologies: Exploring new conditions for pro-
ducing individuality. In T. S. Popkewitz, U. Olsson, K. Petersson, & J. Kowalczyk (Eds.), The 
future is not what it appears to be – pegagogy, genealogy and political epistemology (pp. 193–
212). Stockholm: HLS Förlag.

Krejsler, J.  (2007). Discursive strategies that individualize: CVs and appraisal interviews. 
International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education, 20(4), 473–490.

Krejsler, J.  B. (2013). ‘What works’ in education and social welfare?: A mapping of the evi-
dence discourse and reflections upon consequences for professionals. Scandinavian Journal of 
Educational Research, 57(1), 16–32.

Krejsler, J. B. (2016). Seize the opportunity to think differently!: A Deleuzian approach to unleash-
ing becomings in education. Educational Philosophy and Theory. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0
0131857.2016.1163247

Krejsler, J. B. (2017(forthcoming)). Imagining school as standards-driven and students as career- 
ready! A comparative genealogy of US federal and European transnational turns in education 
policy. In N. Hobbel & B. Bales (Eds.), Teacher education and the common good: International 
perspectives. New York/London: Routledge.

Krejsler, J. B., Olsson, U., & Petersson, K. (2014). The transnational grip on Scandinavian educa-
tion reforms: The open method of coordination challenging national policy-making. Nordic 
Studies in Education, 34(3), 172–186.

Laclau, E. (1993). Politics and the limits of modernity. In T. Docherty (Ed.), Postmodernism: A 
reader. New York: Harvester.

Larner, W., & Walters, W. (Eds.). (2004). Global governmentality: Governing international spaces. 
New York/London: Routledge.

Lihme, B. (2005). Tema: måling og evidens [Theme: Measuring and evidence]. Social Kritik – 
Tidsskrift for social analyse og debat. Retrieved from.

Lyotard, J.-F. (1999/1984). The postmodern condition: A report on knowledge (trans: Bennington, 
G., & Massumi, B., Vol. 10). Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

MandagMorgen. (2004). Virker velfærden? – Et debatoplæg om evidens og velfærd [Does Welfare 
Work? – A discussion paper on evidence and welfare]. Copenhagen: Huset Mandag Morgen.

Meyer, H. (2004). Was ist guter Unterricht?[What is good teaching?]. Berlin: Cornelsen, Scriptor.

2 Capturing the ‘Evidence’ and ‘What Works’ Agenda in Education: A Truth Regime…

http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/reprints/2009/RAND_RP1384.pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00131857.2016.1163247
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00131857.2016.1163247


40

Meyer, H.-D., & Benavot, A. E. (Eds.). (2013). PISA, power, and policy: The emergence of global 
educational governance. Oxford: Symposium Books.

Moos, L., Krejsler, J., Hjort, K., Laursen, P. F., & Braad, K. B. (2005). Evidens i uddannelse? 
[Evidence in education?]. Copenhagen: The Danish University of Education Press.

Nóvoa, A., & Lawn, M. (Eds.). (2002). Fabricating Europe: The formation of an education space. 
Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers.

Nóvoa, A., & Yariv-Mashal, T. (2003). Comparative research in education: A mode of governance 
or a historical journey? Comparative Education, 39(4), 423–438. doi:1360-0486.

Oakley, A. (2007). Evidence-informed policy and practice: Challenges for social science. In 
M.  Hammersley (Ed.), Educational research and evidence-based practice (pp.  91–105). 
London: SAGE. (in collaboration with Open University Press).

OECD. (1996). The knowledge based economy. Paris: OECD.
OECD. (2007). Evidence in education: Linking research and policy. Paris: OECD.
OECD/CERI. (2004). National review on educational R&D: Examiners’ report on Denmark. 

Paris: OECD/CERI. (http://www.vtu.dk/fsk/div/unisoejlen/NationalReviews.28.10.04.pdf).
Oscarsson, L. (2006). Evidenskravet och socialt arbete [The demand of evidence and social work]. 

Socionomen (4/2006).
Pawson, R. (2006). Evidence based policy: A realist perspective. London: Sage.
Petrosine, A., Boruch, R. F., Soydan, H., Duggan, L., & Sanchez-Meca, J.  (2001). Meeting the 

challenges of evidence-based policy: The campbell collaboration. The Annals of the American 
Academy of Political and Social Science, 578(1), 14–34.

Polanyi, M. (1967). The tacit dimension. London: Routledge & K. Paul.
Popkewitz, T. S. (1998). Struggling for the soul: The politics of schooling and the construction of 

the teacher. New York/London: Teachers College Press.
Prewitt, K. S., Thomas, A., & Straf, M. L. (Eds.). (2012). Using science as evidence in public 

policy. Atlanta: National Academies Press.
Rieper, O., & Hansen, H. F. (2007). Metodedebatten om evidens [The method debate about evi-

dence]. Copenhagen: AKF-Forlaget.
Rizvi, F., & Lingard, B. (2010). Globalizing education policy. London/New York: Routledge.
Rogers, C. (1969). Freedom to learn: A view of what education might become. Columbus: Charles 

Merill.
Rose, N. (1999/1989). Governing the soul: The shaping of the private self. London/New York: Free 

Association Books.
Sackett, D. L., Rosenberg, W. M. C., Gray, J. A. M., Haynes, B. R., & Richardson, S. W. (1996). 

Evidence based medicine: What it is and what it isn’t (Editorial). BMJ, 312, 71–72.
Sahlin-Andersson, K. (2001). National, international and transnational constructions of new public 

management. In T. Christensen & P. Lægreid (Eds.), New public management—the transforma-
tion of ideas and practice (pp. 43–72). Aldershot: Ashgate.

Schön, D.  A. (1983). The reflective practitioner: How professionals think in action. London: 
Temple Smith.

Slavin, R. E. (2016). Proven programs vs. local evidence. Retrieved from http://www.huffington-
post.com/robert-e-slavin/proven-programs-vs-local_b_9038560.html

Telhaug, A. O., Mediås, O. A., & Aasen, P. (2006). The nordic model in education: Education as 
part of the political system in the last 50 years. Scandinavian Journal of Educational Research, 
50(3), 245–283.

Thorslund, J.  (2005). Evidens og pædagogik  – så kom den ventede diskussion [Evidence and 
Education – the expected debate finally arrived]. AGORA – tidsskrift for forskning, udvikling 
og idéudveksling i professioner. No.7. September 2005. Copenhagen: CVU Storkøbenhavn.

U.S. Department of Education. (2002). No child left behind: A desktop reference. Washington, 
DC. Retrieved from https://www2.ed.gov/admins/lead/account/nclbreference/reference.pdf

Undervisningsministeriet (Danish Ministry of Education). (1996). Udvikling af personlige kvali-
fikationer i uddannelsessystemet [The development of personal qualifications in the education 
system]. Copenhagen: The Ministry of Education.

J.B. Krejsler

http://www.dx.doi.org/1360-0486
http://www.vtu.dk/fsk/div/unisoejlen/NationalReviews.28.10.04.pdf
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/robert-e-slavin/proven-programs-vs-local_b_9038560.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/robert-e-slavin/proven-programs-vs-local_b_9038560.html
https://www2.ed.gov/admins/lead/account/nclbreference/reference.pdf


41

Undervisningsministeriet (Danish Ministry of Education). (2003). Fælles Mål – herunder “Elevens 
alsidige personlig udvikling [Common goals  – including” the student’s allround personal 
development]. Copenhagen: The Ministry of Education.

Utdanningsforbundet (Union of Education Norway). (2008). Evidens og evidensdebattens betyd-
ning for utdanningssystemet [The impact of evidence and the evidence debate on the educa-
tional system]. Oslo: Utdanningsforbundet, Avdelning for Utredning.

Wells, P. (2007). New labour and evidence based policy making: 1997–2007. People, Place & 
Policy Online, 1, 22–29.

Wenger, E. (1998). Communities of practice: Learning, meaning, and identity. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.

Zucker, S. (2004). Scientifically based research: NCLB and assessment. Retrieved from Pearson 
Education Inc., San Antonio TX:  http://images.pearsonassessments.com/images/tmrs/tmrs_rg/
ScientificallyBasedResearch.pdf

2 Capturing the ‘Evidence’ and ‘What Works’ Agenda in Education: A Truth Regime…

http://images.pearsonassessments.com/images/tmrs/tmrs_rg/ScientificallyBasedResearch.pdf
http://images.pearsonassessments.com/images/tmrs/tmrs_rg/ScientificallyBasedResearch.pdf


43© Springer International Publishing AG 2017 
M.Y. Eryaman, B. Schneider (eds.), Evidence and Public Good in Educational 
Policy, Research and Practice, Educational Governance Research 6, 
DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-58850-6_3

Chapter 3
What Is Evidence Required for and Who 
Generates That Evidence in the Finnish 
Educational System?

Hannele Niemi

Abstract The article will analyze the major opportunities as well as the difficulties 
in providing and applying research- and evidence-based knowledge in the Finnish 
educational system. It asks what purposes evidence is required for and who provides 
that evidence. The chapter introduces the Finnish enhancement-led evaluation pol-
icy and its main principles relating to evidence production. In the Finnish system, 
evidence is a broad concept covering national and international evaluations, 
researcher contributions, and the practitioner’s capacity to create evidence. In the 
Finnish educational system, evidence comes from different sources and is also dis-
cussed with different partners. Creating evidence is not a unidirectional process. It 
is a joint process where researchers, policy-makers, and practitioners work together 
in a complementary fashion. However, there are several challenges. Some difficul-
ties arise from the disconnection between decision-makers at policy level. It is also 
very demanding to generate evidence for the whole educational ecosystem that has 
equity and lifelong learning as its main objectives. The third issue to overcome is 
how to disseminate and communicate evidence to different users.

 Introduction: Public or Common Good and Evidence 
in the Finnish Context

Daviet (2016) writes that in global public policy education has commonly been 
considered a public good. He refers to international organizations, particularly 
United Nations (UN) agencies and, among these, UNESCO, which have promoted 
the notion of a public good for decades. A “public good” has traditionally been 
defined using Samuelson’s (1954) notion, whose remarkable criterion is that an 
individual’s consumption of one leads to no subtractions from any other individual’s 
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consumption of it. In other classical definitions, such as Musgrave’s, public goods 
are contrasted with private goods and services. Definitions of public good often 
assume that it is non-competitive and non-excludable, meaning that it is impossible 
to exclude any individuals from consuming the good (Musgrave 1969; Desmarais- 
Tremblay 2014). All these definitions come from economics and are rooted in neo-
classical economic theories.

Recently, critical voices have emerged questioning the relevancy of these defini-
tions in the changing educational landscape (UNESCO 2015). Daviet (2016) ques-
tions how well the economic conception of public good provides a real basis for 
understanding the social, cultural, and ethical dimensions of education. Daviet 
(2016, p. 5) warns: “The neoclassical theory, which undergirds the concept of public 
good in its largest sense, builds on a set of interrelated theoretical assumptions, 
among which are methodological individualism and utilitarianism. Methodological 
individualism considers a standard and abstract individual as a unit of analysis.” 
Daviet sees how transforming governance models, the increasing involvement of 
civil society organizations, and the growing trend towards the privatization and 
commodification of education place the notion of a public good in a new situation. 
She asks how education can go can “beyond narrow utilitarianism and economism 
that is integrated with the multiple dimensions of human existence” and calls for a 
humanistic and holistic approach to the public good of education as an alternative to 
earlier economically rooted definitions. Her concept of a common good enables 
comprehension of the changes affecting the educational landscape by considering 
structures of governance and procurement that involve not only the state, but also a 
large variety of non-state actors. Finally, the concept of a common good, encom-
passing ethical and political concerns, provides a principle for rethinking the pur-
pose of education. Daviet (2016, p. 8) defines common goods in the following way: 
“[T]hose [goods] that contribute to the general interest, enabling society as a whole 
to be reinforced and to function better, as well as individuals to live better. Therefore, 
common goods must benefit all. Defining what is a common good is a collective 
decision that involves the state, the market and civil society.”

The discussion about public and common goods is very interesting from the 
viewpoint of the Finnish educational system. Equity in education has been a leading 
concept of the Finnish educational system since the late 1960s. Finnish basic educa-
tion has been logically developed according to the comprehensive school model, 
which guarantees everyone equal opportunities in education irrespective of sex, 
social status, and ethnicity, among others, as outlined in the Constitution. Basic 
education is a basic right of citizenship. It is free of charge at the basic level and 
mainly also at other levels; even in higher educational settings, no tuition fees are 
charged for students from Finland or other European countries. Education in Finland 
is a public service, and the equity principle covers all educational levels from early 
childhood education to higher and adult education. Equity is related to the large 
societal issues to which education is one contributor; to other services, such as 
health and social welfare issues. All these contributions have the purpose of creating 
coherence in society. In educational services, the main point is how well the whole 
educational ecosystem system supports learning—not narrowly focusing on only 
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cognitive learning outcomes, but paying more attention to the whole system’s 
capacity to produce high quality services (Finnish National Board of Education 
[FNBE] 2016).

Education in Finland is publicly funded and, in fact, there are only a few private 
schools in the formal educational system. The private sector is also involved in adult 
education, and many public–private combinations exist. Even though education 
provided by public entities such municipals/cities, through the provision of teaching 
and learning materials, local facilities, and services, many connections to private 
companies exist. New digital learning environments also cross between the public 
and private spheres (Niemi et  al. 2014). Finnish education fits within traditional 
definitions of public good in the sense that it is non-competitive and non-excludable 
in a wide sense. The main principle is that every school must provide a quality edu-
cation so that parents need not worry about their children having access to the next 
level of the educational system. The Finnish system is decentralized, and the local 
needs of students and learners are seen as important. In this sense, the system comes 
close to Daviet’s definition of common good because education may have different 
shapes and ways of being implemented depending on local conditions and commu-
nities. The understanding of a public or common good in Finland means that educa-
tional services go beyond pure economics and include the objective, or even norm, 
of supporting different learners for their future lives. It means common services for 
all, but also special support for those who have learning difficulties, including in 
some cases personalized learning routes that are publicly funded. This means that in 
certain situations public money and resources are allocated to the weakest students 
based on their learning difficulties. In that sense, a public good is exclusive because 
its consumption by some leads to subtractions from others’ consumption of that 
good. The equity principle means that there are special support systems for those 
who would otherwise be in danger of dropping off later in life. We may conclude 
that education is public service guaranteed by the Constitution. It is publicly funded, 
but also has many features of a common good because its objectives include wider 
purposes, not only educational consumption. It aims for personal growth on an indi-
vidual level, but also competence and skills that matter for the wellbeing of com-
munities and the promotion of social coherence.

This requires that the concept of evidence for police and practice in education be 
seen from much wider perspectives than only economics or certain universal stan-
dards. As Luke et  al. (2010) remark, the use of evidence and science to address 
issues of educational equity and social justice is not straightforward. They empha-
size that, when defining evidence, we should see that educational systems are “pro-
foundly troubled by complexity, diversity, and difference.” In the Finnish case, the 
equity principle means that evidence comes not only from one source or actor. In the 
Finnish case, evidence is related to how the whole system works for equity and 
provides high quality education for all. In the Finnish discussion, having a value 
basis is a key issue. Evidence-based policy and practice are related to the values of 
education in the whole educational system (Laukkanen 2008; Niemi 2016; Sahlberg 
2011). In addition to equity, the other important aim is to provide lifelong opportu-
nities for all citizens. These objectives are connected to a decentralized educational 
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administration and a curriculum that allows much freedom at the local level. 
Teachers’ high standards of academic education and their professional roles create 
conditions that have a strong effect on evidence-based policy and practice. The spe-
cial feature of evidence-based policy is enhancement-led evaluation, in which the 
main goal is to collect evidence for improvement, not for rankings.

In this chapter, these frames are considered and analyzed in terms of how they 
modify the concept of evidence in the Finnish educational system. The article has 
two questions: (1) What is evidence for, and (2) By whom and with whom is evi-
dence created in the Finnish education system?

 What Is Evidence for in the Finnish Context?

The relationship between research, policy, and practice has been under discussion 
since 2000 in many academic publications and has also been the focus of policy- 
level discussions in many countries (e.g. Boaz et al. 2002; Hammersley 2004, 2005). 
Globally, the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 
has been very active in this discussion (Burns and Schuller 2007; Schuller 2006). 
Medicine is often referred to as a good example of evidence-based policy and prac-
tice, particularly its Cochrane system (www.cochrane.org/evidence), which pro-
vides the latest knowledge for practitioners and for public use. It is based on research 
work from the academic community and is transparent. In Finland, a similar open 
database called Good Care (Käypä hoito) is open to the public, providing informa-
tion and suggestions for medical care via the Internet. In the international discussion 
there has been an active debate regarding education: Should a similar kind of data-
base be created for education and is it possible? In this discussion, educational 
research and its capacity to provide evidence have often been subject to criticism. 
Tom Schuller (2006) notes and refers also to Angrist (2004) that educational 
research has been strongly criticized for its weakness in not even attempting to sup-
ply rigorous evidence on the effects of education. Some of the criticism concerns 
the low academic standing of educational research, and the low level of impact on 
policy or practice.

The OECD, CERI, and the EU Commission have repeatedly required more pol-
icy relevance and an interdisciplinary approach (e.g. Benavot et  al. 2005; Greco 
et al. 2005). Boaz et al. (2002, p. 7) summarize the current deficiencies regarding 
why educational research is not serving policy or practice:

Much research is considered less than robust, there are paradigm wars, eclectic methods 
competing rather than complementing, large datasets are analysed but there is relatively 
little true experimentation, fragmented research community, no accessible database of 
research evidence (but fresh initiatives underway), few systematic reviews.

Some educational researchers have proposed very experimental and controlled 
models for educational research in order to produce more cumulative knowledge 
(e.g. Slavin 2002). These suggestions have raised very controversial opinions among 
education researchers.
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Berliner (2002) and McCormick (2003) also remark that educational research is 
the hardest science of all when striving for research and evidence-based policy and 
practice because of the enormous complexity of educational phenomena. Berliner 
writes:

Our science forces us to deal with particular problems, where local knowledge is needed. 
Therefore, ethnographic research is crucial, as are case studies, survey research, time series, 
doing experiments, action research, and other means to collect reliable evidence for engag-
ing in unfettered argument about educational issues. A single method is not what the gov-
ernment should be promoting for educational researchers. It would do better by promoting 
argument, discourse and discussion. (Berliner 2002, p. 20)

Complexity, the situational nature of education, as well as the practitioner’s role 
are issues that make the concept of evidence very challenging in education.

Equity has been a leading principle of Finnish educational policy since the late 
1960s. Equity means equal opportunities for everyone to continue their learning and 
education at any phase in their lives. This principle entails that everyone has suffi-
cient learning skills and opportunities to educate and develop themselves in differ-
ent learning environments (Ministry of Education and Culture [MEC]). The MEC 
summarizes the official educational policy thus: “The welfare of Finnish society is 
built on education, culture and knowledge. The flexible education system and basic 
educational security make for equity and consistency in results” (MEC 2016a). 
Flexible system and structures mean that students always have the opportunity to 
continue their education, even when they have failed at some point along their learn-
ing path.

In this kind of system, the required evidence must reveal how the system works. 
The Finnish educational system has been referred to as an ecosystem, where the 
different levels and sectors should function as a whole when aiming at high quality 
learning for all (Niemi et al. 2014; FNBE 2016).

The landscape of education and teaching is under extreme pressure in Finland, as 
it is everywhere. This changing environment impacts the concepts of learning, 
teaching, and knowledge, with new technology and rapid changes in the economy, 
societal structures, industrial life, and vocations requiring changes in schools and 
teaching. How does this Finnish system provide good education for people from 
different backgrounds and in its various different learning environments?

In Finland, the required evidence should be comprehensive, covering the whole 
system and still giving detailed information regarding the different levels of educa-
tion. This is an aim and a challenge. In the international debate on evidence, research 
reviews and meta-analyses are often focused on a narrow theme or phenomenon. In 
the Finnish case, evidence does not come from any once source.

 The National Enhancement-Led Evaluation Policy

A quest for good learning outcomes is on the educational agenda of many countries. 
Globally, much controversy exists over what is the best way to use assessment as a 
tool through which to achieve high learning outcomes. Some countries have chosen 
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standardized testing, which stresses competition between schools, and focuses on 
measurable performances. The Finnish choice has been enhancement-led evalua-
tion at all levels of education (Kumpulainen and Lankinen 2016). The assessment of 
outcomes is regarded as an important tool through which to improve education. 
There is no standardized testing, nor inspection system to control the educational 
arrangements at schools or institutions. Instead of inspection, there is an evaluation 
system (FNBE 2016).

At a national level, the main actor is the Finnish Education Evaluation Centre 
[FINEEC] (2016). It is an independent government agency responsible for the eval-
uation of education. It carries out evaluations related to education including the 
operations of education providers from early childhood education to higher educa-
tion. The key operating principles of FINEEC are the independence of evaluation 
and enhancement-led evaluation. Independence refers to the freedom of evaluation 
methods, the organization, and results from the influence of, for example, the MEC 
or other parties. The concept of enhancement-led evaluation means that the purpose 
of all evaluations is linked to improvements in the educational system. It has many 
similar features to the concept of communicative evaluation (Niemi and Kemmis 
2012) that defines evaluation with three functions.

As a process, communicative evaluation (Niemi 1996) sets out to interrupt our 
usual ways of thinking and doing things with the explicit intention of creating 
shared frameworks of understanding about (a) where we are now (revelation), (b) 
where we are heading (anticipation), and (c) how we can and should move forward 
together (building communication and partnerships). Practically speaking, we see 
communicative evaluation as characterized in terms of three functions (Niemi and 
Kemmis 1999, 2012, p. 64):

• Revelation: helping people to understand cultural, social and interpersonal 
dynamics in and around programmes and settings, and to do so in a critical way;

• Anticipation: helping people to orientate towards the future in increasingly 
unsettled times; and

• Building communication and partnership: helping people to work together for 
transformation, not only at local levels but also in relation to global issues, trends 
and tendencies.

FINEEC (2016) expresses its principles as follows:

Enhancement-led evaluation emphasizes participation, as well as trust between the party 
implementing the evaluation and evaluation participant, and the responsibility of education 
providers and higher education institutions in the development of the quality of their opera-
tions. In enhancement-led evaluation, the methods will be tailored according to the objec-
tives of the evaluation and theme to be evaluated.

In its strategy, FINEEC (2016) has defined four interrelated focus areas:

 1. Developing learning and competence with evaluation. Evaluations implemented 
with different enhancement-led methods aim at improving learning results and 
competence at all educational levels.
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 2. Evaluation activities that cover all educational levels provide information on the 
functionality of the entire educational system and policy. The evidence-based 
evaluation information forms a basis for development work. Evaluations are also 
targeted at the educational level boundaries and various transition phases.

 3. Evaluations are targeted at societally important and critical themes. Based on an 
analysis of the changes in the operating environment, significant development 
targets in education which are not included in the Evaluation Plan, may be raised 
for evaluation.

 4. FINEEC supports education providers and higher education institutions in devel-
oping quality management by evaluating their quality systems and producing 
information on good practices in quality management and development, as well 
as by spreading the information across different educational levels. Moreover, 
FINEEC supports schools, educational institutions and higher education institu-
tions in utilizing national evaluations and self-evaluations as well as in strength-
ening the enhancement-led evaluation approach.

Since the mid-1990s, the Finnish National Board of Education has conducted 
national assessments of learning outcomes, mostly in the ninth grade of basic edu-
cation. Regular assessments have been carried out in mathematics, the student’s 
mother tongue (either Finnish or Swedish), and literature, and occasionally in other 
subjects as well. This task was transferred to FINEEC in 2014. These assessments 
have been and will be sample-based and usually cover 10–15% of the age cohort. 
The assessments are based on the objectives of basic education. The items and con-
tents of the assessments are pre-tested with schools outside the sample and are 
designed based on teacher feedback. The assessment results are reported as sum-
maries for the MEC, the Finnish National Board of Education, teacher education 
institutes, and educational providers, as well as for schools and teachers. All schools 
in an assessment sample receive an individual feedback report. Evaluations also 
consist of questions on the teaching and assessment methods in participating 
schools, educational resources, and on student motivation, their self-concept as 
learners, and on how they view the usefulness of the subject matter.

 The Role of International Evaluations in the Finnish Context

Finland has been part of several international evaluations (e.g. the Programme for 
International Student Assessment [PISA]; the Trends in International Mathematics 
and Science Study [TIMSS]; the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study 
[PIRLS]; the Teaching and Learning International Survey [TALIS]; and The 
Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies [PIAAC]. The 
Finnish system has also received much attention because of its 15-year-old stu-
dents’ high learning outcomes in the international PISA measurements. Many 
researchers, such as Gert Biesta (2009, p. 1), note that in recent years, international 
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measurements of student learning outcomes have become important sources for 
educational planning:

One of these tendencies is the rise of an international ‘league-table industry’ which is 
increasingly influencing education policy at national and local level. Studies such as the 
Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), the Progress in 
International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) and, most notoriously, OECD’s Programme 
for International Student Assessment (PISA), generate a never-ending stream of compara-
tive data that are supposed to tell us which educational systems are better and which are 
best.

However, in the Finnish case, evidence consists of much more than PISA scores. 
Finnish policy-makers see that the additional value of international measurements 
to Finland is linked to broad knowledge production and to peer viewpoints in the 
countries outside of the EU. These international measurements provide an opportu-
nity to compare Finland’s situation to other countries; evidence that is interesting in 
terms of the aims and policies of the Finnish educational system (Laukkanen and 
Palonen 2011). The results from the international measurements are used to identify 
how to improve the system. Even though Finland is still among the best educational 
countries in the world, many Finnish analyses of the PISA results and trends focus 
particularly on the weaknesses and concerns highlighted in those results. This 
approach is useful for finding out what the most important issues are for improving 
Finnish education. OECD data are used in further analyses for national purposes, as 
Välijärvi and Sulkunen (2016, p. 1) write:

The decreasing trend in average performance and the increasing number of low performers 
have gained wide attention in the educational field in Finland, and rightly so. Moreover, it 
is evident that educational equality and equity which have been—and still are—in the heart 
of educational policy in Finland shows disconcerting development as the gender gap is 
widening and the impact of home background on students’ reading literacy performance 
has increased. Particularly students from culturally disadvantaged homes are at risk and 
show relatively steep decrease in both reading engagement and performance. These trends 
show that the Finnish school has difficulties in supporting students’ growth and develop-
ment of key competencies in the changed context, where technologies related to literacy, 
textual landscapes and literacy practices are changing constantly.

Based on the recent PISA results, the researchers (Välijärvi and Sulkunen 2016) 
claim that the Finnish educational system needs to find new pedagogical ways to 
promote the development of students’ reading and mathematical literacy (including 
digital literacy), and also to support the growing number of low-performing students 
who do not necessarily receive adequate support from home. These challenges have 
already been recognized in the earlier analysis requested by the MEC: “Measures 
will be taken to reduce inheritance of education and to minimise gender differences 
in learning outcomes, participation in education and in the completion of studies” 
(MEC 2012).

The recent PISA results and the other assessments have led to several further 
measures and national programs being launched to buck the negative trend and to 
update Finnish education to meet with twenty-first-century demands. Some are sub-
stantial reforms, such as the Finnish National Core Curriculum for Basic Education 
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that was recently revised following the usual 10-year cycle, but also taking into 
account the results from national and international evaluations. The reform process 
was very interactive, involving teachers, researchers, teacher educators, and a wide 
range of different societal stakeholders, parents, teacher unions, and labor markets 
(Vahtivuori-Hänninen et al. 2014). The curriculum emphasizes a new pedagogical 
culture in which students will have ownership of and an active role in their learning. 
In addition, the Finnish MEC launched subject-specific national development pro-
grams, e.g. the Joy of Reading (Lukuinto), to strengthen the literacy skills of 6 to 
16-year-olds and increase their reading engagement, with the special target of boys, 
who are overrepresented among the low performers. Another program targets math-
ematics and science learning for 6 to 16-year-old students and their teachers (MEC 
2016b). A common aim, according to the MEC and FNBE, is to develop a new 
pedagogical culture to support, on the one hand, collaborative learning, and, on the 
other hand, individual learning.

 Research Providing Evidence

National evaluations use scientific methods for data gathering and analysis. They 
inform policy-makers, practitioners, and other stakeholders with research-based 
knowledge. In addition, several other research provisions come from universities. 
The following research bodies are located within universities:

The Finnish Institute for Educational Research (FIER)
(https://ktl.jyu.fi/en) is a multidisciplinary centre for educational research, assessment, 

and development, based at the University of Jyväskylä, Finland. Its research covers the 
entire educational system, from pre-school to higher education, and the links between voca-
tional and academic education and working life. Co-operation with schools, educational 
administrators, workplaces, policy-makers, and the media is a key element in its operational 
strategy, which aims at increasing the effectiveness of research findings. The FIER collabo-
rates extensively with the OECD, various EU Agencies and IEA publications.

[The] Centre for Educational Assessment
(http://www.helsinki.fi/cea/eng/) at the University of Helsinki focuses on students’ 

competences in the curricular subjects to fostering their aptitude for learning later in life. 
The important theme is learning to learn as the foundation for lifelong learning. The Centre 
works in collaboration with schools and municipalities in the fields of educational assess-
ment, research and development. The results of assessment are utilized for monitoring and 
further developing education in classrooms and at school and municipal level. Assessments 
implemented at different grade levels or at regular intervals offer the providers of education 
means to monitor educational effectiveness at municipal and national level.

Research Unit for the Sociology of Education (RUSE)
(http://ruse.utu.fi/home/) at the University of Turku is a research institute in the field of 

the sociology of education. Its mission is to produce international high quality research on 
the social sciences, especially on higher education, education policy, and on the relations 
between education and the labor market. It also develops methodological solutions for 
social sciences and modes of analysis for evaluating research and teaching.
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In addition, eight universities have a Faculty of Education with teacher education 
(TE) programs. TE has committed itself to a strong research-based orientation and 
researchers provide research that is funded mostly by the main national research 
funders, the Academy of Finland and the National Agency for Technology and 
Innovations in Finland. The latter has supported the development of educational 
technology in Finnish schools in recent years with projects in which teachers, stu-
dents, parents, researchers, policy-makers, and companies work together with joint 
aims (Niemi et al. 2014).

 Who Should Provide the Evidence?

The recent Finnish educational system’s roots go back to the late 1960s when a 
comprehensive school model for all children was established. The ideology of 
equity and principles of lifelong learning have been the driving forces throughout 
the educational system. A strong principle of lifelong learning linked with equity 
has changed the teacher’s role and TE radically. Finnish teachers are expected to 
work with mixed ability groups and to take care of different learners.

Basic education consisting of 9 years of comprehensive school, upper secondary 
education, and vocational education are financed by the state and local authorities. 
These educational services are provided by local authorities, which are municipali-
ties or consortiums of municipalities. Municipalities (local authorities) and their 
schools write their own curricula on the basis of the national core curriculum. Local 
needs can be taken into consideration in these curricula. Schools can have their own 
profiles such as e.g., science or music education.

The national core curriculum has an important role in the Finnish system of 
school development as a means for enabling and managing educational change and 
also in terms of providing freedom to local actors for making education relevant 
in local contexts. The current curriculum system in Finland is based on three essen-
tial ideas (Vitikka et al. 2016):

• Management by goals given in legislation and in the national core curriculum.
• Autonomy of municipal authorities in providing and organizing education: the 

local curriculum as a steering document at local level.
• Utilization of teachers as valued experts who develop the school-based curricu-

lum as a source for different approaches to schoolwork.

In the educational literature, there has been much discussion on what the real 
core and nature of the teaching profession is (Brandsford et  al. 2005; Darling- 
Hammond 2010a, b; Hargreves 2003). Is it an autonomous expert profession or is it 
more of a craft that does not have a very independent status? In many countries, 
teachers also face high pressure with high-stake national testing having heavy con-
sequences on teaching and learning in classrooms and narrowing professional 
autonomy. The Finnish national system provides teachers with the freedom to take 
into account students’ needs and local conditions. It also requires a high ethical 
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commitment from teachers to develop their teaching in such a way that all students 
can make progress in their learning. Assessments are mainly used to help students 
to learn better.

When discussing the nature of evidence in the international discussion, many 
voices stress the role of practitioners in assessing the relevance of evidence. When 
practitioners are informed through evidence, regardless of its origin (research or e.g. 
observations), they have the right and the obligation to assess its relevance. In the 
Finnish educational system, teachers are expected to be autonomous, pedagogically 
thinking, and critically oriented professionals who take care of different learners. 
Teachers and principals are both responsible for the quality of education and they 
also need to acquire evidence that is required for school development. The teacher’s 
role is to translate the equity principle and LLL objectives into practice. In that 
work, they have much professional freedom, e.g. what teaching and learning mate-
rial they use, what teaching methods they apply, and how they use assessments to 
promote student learning.

The Finnish system supports arguments that evidence does not only develop 
from systematic research. It can also develop from observations and the experiences 
of experts, policy-makers, and practitioners in their own fields (e.g. Issitt and Spence 
2005). Hammersley (2004) argues that this evidence does not necessarily emerge 
from systematic investigations, but it still can be important, and perhaps even more 
important. There are also many voices that stress the role of practitioners in assess-
ing the relevance of evidence. When practitioners are informed through evidence 
they have the right and the obligation to assess its relevance. Robertson and Dale 
(2007) note that users must judge what works when applying evidence in practice. 
There is always a specific context and they have to ask about not only what works, 
but for whom, under what circumstances, and so on. How to use research or 
evidence- based knowledge thus depends upon a mix of evidence and judgement, 
and this is a dynamic process, in which the teacher or policy-maker is also attuned 
to the effects and consequences, and uses this knowledge to loop back into the pro-
cess. Policy-makers and practitioners need the capacity to understand how evidence 
is built up and how they are part of its construction. If teachers are expected to work 
as professionals who have freedom and autonomy to make decisions in changing 
contexts, then they must evaluate what works and what does not.

Some years ago, the European Commission prepared a staff working paper 
(Commission of the European Communities 2007; Niemi 2014) to promote 
evidence- based policy and practice in education. It invited a small working group to 
the table, whose task was to determine how to create, deliver, and apply evidence- 
based knowledge in and for education. Hannele Niemi, as a member of the group, 
developed a model on the basic conditions that are needed in educational policy- 
making and in the teaching profession to apply evidence in policy and practice. The 
model was introduced in the European Commission’s staff working paper 
(Commission of the European Communities 2007; Niemi 2014). The important 
message is that no information source or action in itself can promote evidence- 
based action. If we want teachers to work as high-level professionals, they need 
certain basic conditions to be met for knowledge creation and agency in their work. 
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The successful application of evidence and research-based knowledge depends on 
many factors, which are in mutual interaction. The following model (Fig. 3.1) sum-
marizes the main components.

 Practitioners’ Role in Using and Creating Evidence

The above model illustrates that no source of information in itself can promote 
evidence-based action. Policy-makers and practitioners need the capacity to under-
stand how evidence is built. The more their decisions have a significant impact, the 
more they need critical scientific literacy to help them understand the validity and 
relevance of information from research and other evidence sources. Evidence should 
not only be used but also created by practitioners through reflection and the sharing 
of experiences. They need open and analytical minds to produce sound evidence 
and working communities that support practitioners’ knowledge creation. 
Educational contexts and decisions are always very complex phenomena, and for 
this reason, the evidence-based approach must also include multidisciplinary and 
multi-professional perspectives.

Fig. 3.1 Evidence related to practitioners’ work
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The model also illustrates that knowledge application depends on the social, eco-
nomic, and cultural determinants of each country, and its regional or local context. 
It illustrates that all factors influence the different phases of knowledge application. 
Social, economic, and cultural contexts are in a state of continuous change. 
Knowledge application in education is not a process of static implementation, but 
rather a continuous process. Teachers’ pre-service education plays an important role 
in constructing teachers’ professional identity and developing their capacity to use 
different evidence sources. It is an important precondition, but without opportuni-
ties to work in their work as decision-makers, creating and using evidence in schools 
loses its power. Teachers need professional networking, tools for gaining easy 
access to different evidence sources, and an evaluation culture in which they can use 
different methods for assessing students’ learning and the effectiveness of their 
teaching.

To educate professionals who have the capacity to use evidence, Finnish TE for 
both primary and secondary schools involves 5-year programs (consisting of both 
BA and MA degrees), with high entrance criteria; thus, TE students are very tal-
ented and committed to the teaching profession. The aim is that teachers can inter-
nalize a research-oriented attitude toward their work. This means that teachers take 
an analytical and open-minded approach to their work, that they draw conclusions 
based on their observations and experiences, and that they develop teaching and 
learning environments in a systematic way. Finnish TE also has a strong research 
component with the aim of educating teachers to be critical knowledge creators. BA 
and MA degrees consist of research methodological studies and a thesis, which 
involves scientific studies. Students learn to read educational research reports, to 
acquire data, to analyze it, and draw conclusions. Research methods may vary from 
historical analysis to surveys and experiments. The main objective of these studies 
is not the completion of the master’s thesis itself, but actually to further the process 
by which students come to see themselves as active studying and working agents. 
For this aspect of the degree program, the processes of active working and thinking 
are integrated in various complex and sometimes unexpected ways. The aim of the 
guiding process is to help students discover and tap into their own intellectual 
resources and to make them better able to utilize the resources of the study group in 
which they work (Niemi and Jakku-Sihvonen 2006, p. 37). An important aim of 
research-oriented studies is also to educate teachers who are able to study and 
develop their own research-based practices. The critical scientific literacy of teach-
ers and their ability to use research methods are considered crucial. Accordingly, 
most of Finland’s TE programs require studies of both the qualitative and quantita-
tive research traditions.

There are studies that have analyzed teachers and student teachers’ concepts and 
feedback on the TE research studies. Jyrhämä and Maaranen (2016, p.  104) 
conclude:

Based on our results, it seems that teachers’ inquiry-orientation is first and foremost an 
attitude towards one’s work. The focus is on the development of one’s self, as well as the 
development of the school community, alternative ways of working, reflection, dialogic, 
feedback etc.
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Niemi and Nevgi (2014) has found very much the same kinds of experiences 
among student teachers. The value of research studies is focused on the following 
qualities:

• Critical thinking;
• Independent thinking;
• Inquiring and scientific literacy; and
• Questioning phenomena and knowledge.

The general picture is very positive. The student teachers view research studies 
as valuable for their teaching profession and see them as continuous developmental 
tasks for their future work. The pre-service TE system has been created to make 
teachers researchers in their work. We have evidence from research results and 
TALIS reviews that teachers’ in-service training requires many improvements. It is 
not systematic, and is not based on Finnish teacher’s research capacity. The change 
in direction toward more school-based developmental projects has been very slow. 
The main reasons for this are the funding system and the fact that pre-service train-
ing is provided by universities, and the arrangements for in-service training are the 
employers’ (municipalities) responsibility. Evidence of needs to change teachers’ 
in-service training exists but is not used for a change. Another case concerns ample 
evidence that in pre-service TE, student teachers need more experience gained from 
collaboration within school communities, as well as with partners outside the 
school, especially with parents. However, although we are consistently presented 
with the same evidence, it seems that some elements of TE culture are very difficult 
to change.

 Discussion

We can see that in the Finnish educational system there are many channels that 
provide research-based knowledge for policy and practice. Evidence is available 
and its meaning is discussed and reflected on in many forums. Most research and 
evaluation studies are conducted using multiple and mixed methods. Biesta (2007) 
argues that the current climate, in which governments and policy-makers seem to 
demand that educational research plays only a technical role, is dangerous. It is a 
threat to democracy itself. He claims that there is a real need to widen the scope of 
our thinking about the relation between research, policy, and practice, so as to make 
sure that the discussion is no longer restricted to finding the most effective ways to 
achieve certain ends, but also addresses questions about the desirability of the ends 
in themselves (Biesta 2007, p. 18).

In the Finnish system, there is a culture of discussion and interaction between 
research, policy, and practice. However, many challenges still need to be faced. 
Many of them are related to decision making at the political level:
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Policy-Level Disconnectedness The problem is how to get information to the pol-
icy level and step outside the territory traditionally held by policy-makers. The edu-
cational ecosystem covers the whole life course. Most lifelong learning issues that 
are related to the public educational system are under the remit of the MEC, but 
lifelong learning and equity in education require much more collaboration. Learning 
in work life is becoming increasingly important. These issues are dealt with the 
Ministry of the Employment and the Economy. Refugees and immigrants are an 
increasing population in Finland, and their issues are handled in the Ministry of the 
Interior. The ageing population is also on the rise in Finland. Health issues are the 
domain of the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health, but ageing is also very much 
related to the capacity to learn as lifelong learners and to keep opportunities open to 
contribute to working life.

Evidence for the Whole Educational System In medicine, research can be focused 
on individual diseases and sometimes on a very narrow symptom. The holistic view 
of the human body is often missing. This often causes serious problems for patients, 
even though a particular pain or illness can be cured. In education, the whole edu-
cational ecosystem and the interconnecting formal and non-formal environments 
for lifelong learning set very demanding objectives. Even though the structure of the 
Finnish educational system is very flexible, transitions from basic education to sec-
ondary level, and then through to the tertiary level, consist of many dysfunctions 
that cause discontinuity in people’s learning paths, and additional costs to society 
via exclusion, drop-out rates, and unemployment. Constantly changing circum-
stances in the labor market and in terms of societal structures mean that new evi-
dence is constantly required.

Disseminating and Communication In democratic societies, there are many part-
ners and stakeholders who need knowledge about education and who need to be 
made aware of the latest research and evidence. These kinds of groups are e.g. par-
ents, partners in working life, and companies. The media forms a substantial group 
of actors as well as holding a large audience. How the different partners understand 
the quality of evidence and its complexity can vary considerably. There have been 
cases where the media has taken only one aspect of the evidence and created a 
totally different message than the one presented in the original assessment or data. 
We may ask whose responsibility it is to interpret the evidence and to tell the public 
about it. When evidence is complex and multilayered, considerable communication 
between the different partners in education is needed.

Evidence Is a Continuous Process Teachers and policy-makers need high-level 
analytical skills and a sound understanding of the demands of democracy. They 
must find, observe, and understand the complexity of educational processes, and 
examine the evidence from different sources. They also need to be open to acquiring 
and assessing local evidence. Technical and instrumental knowledge of evaluations 
and as well as professional culture and traditions may narrow perspectives of needs 
to change practices (e.g. Carr and Kemmis 1986). Scardamalia and Bereiter (2003) 
have examined the behavior of experts. The feature that really distinguishes experts 
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from others is their approach to new problems. The pattern recognition and learned 
procedures that lead to intuitive problem solving are only the beginning. The expert 
invests it in what Bereiter and Scardamalia call “progressive problem solving,” that 
is, tackling problems. That increases expertise rather than reducing problems to 
previously learned routines. In addition to enquiry skills and being open to different 
kinds of evidence, they need cultural awareness and an understanding of how 
democracy, research, and evidence-based policy and practice are interrelated.

Evidence-Based Policy and Practice Demand Cooperation The Finnish National 
Board of Education expresses its mission as follows (FNBE 2016):

There is a wide-spread consensus of the main pillars of education policy and the policy is 
characterized by cooperation and continuity—evolution rather than revolution. Tripartite 
partnership among Government, trade unions and employer organisations is an integrated 
part of policy-making. Participation and consultation of a wide range of different stakehold-
ers play a central role in educational reform. Teachers and the Trade Union of Education as 
their representative are the key players in the development of education. The main objec-
tives and broad lines of the policy are defined at central level, but the implementation of 
these is the responsibility of the local level.

The recent understanding of knowledge production has revealed that knowledge 
is a more comprehensive concept than research or evidence. Knowledge is con-
structed through research (with its different modes), evidence, literature, and learn-
ing experiences. Knowledge creation needs different information sources and social 
interaction. When promoting evidence-based policy and practice, it is necessary to 
understand that policy-makers and practitioners are learners in their own work and 
they create knowledge in their practice. The latest research on learning considers 
learning as an active individual process, but increasingly we have evidence that it is 
also a process which is based on sharing and participation with different partners in 
a community (Nonaka and Toyama 2003; Scardamalia and Bereiter 2003). If we 
view knowledge creation as an interactive process, creating evidence and using 
evidence-based knowledge is no longer a unidirectional process. It is a joint process 
where researchers, policy-makers, and practitioners work together in a complemen-
tary way, seeking evidence for better policy and practice. In this process, networking 
between the different partners is necessary for the educational ecosystem to thrive.

New Sources of Evidence Create New Requirements for Managing Evidence In sci-
ence learning, the concept and method for learning analytics is growing. New tech-
nology creates big data and the learner’s pathway through the electronic system can 
be followed and can also connect to other data via traces left in the system. In 
healthcare and medicine, this approach has been possible and is in use to a higher 
extent. The patient as well as the doctor can follow this data. This creates new ques-
tions: what is one’s own data, what kinds of data sets can be connected, who can use 
“my data,” or how I can use my data? Students can already retrieve continuous 
information about their learning processes, e.g. in learning games. This data can 
also be connected to various brain functions. In the future, the sources and channels 
of evidence will increase; thus, evidence is not a static concept. It is dynamic and 
changes along with new methods.
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 Conclusion

The landscape of education and teaching is under significant pressure. This chang-
ing environment impacts the concepts of learning, teaching, and knowledge, with 
new technology and rapid changes in the economy, societal structures, industrial 
life, and vocations requiring changes in schools and teaching. Biesta (2009), 
Mathison (2009), and Day and Johansson (2008) argue that the question of good 
education cannot be solved merely by considering instrumental aims nor resolved 
without engaging in discussions about values and purposes. The values and pur-
poses of education also have a deep impact on the teaching profession (Campbell 
2008). In the Finnish case connections between equity in education and evidence 
for improvements in the whole system goes towards understanding what is a com-
mon good for the whole society.

Evidence-based policy and practice are a continuous process in which different 
sources are needed. A particular data source does not have any objective value 
because the question what for is fundamental. The quality of the evidence must be 
based on transparent criteria, and part of these is values. Evidence-based policy and 
practice also needs a continuous discussion between different partners to overcome 
gaps that cause serious dysfunctions in the educational ecosystem.
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Chapter 4
Educational Policy in Spain: Between Political 
Bias and International Evidence

Gonzalo Jover, Enric Prats, and Patricia Villamor

Abstract In Spain since the Constitution was ratified in 1978, eight laws have been 
passed regulating the education system in non-university stages, thereby subjecting 
education to continual upheaval. In the first laws, from the 1980s and early 1990s, 
the debate was primarily political, but by the year 2000, coinciding with Spain’s 
taking part in the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), legisla-
tion had apparently become more technical in nature. The objective of this paper is 
to analyse the type of political reading made from the results of these international 
assessments. It focuses on the three general laws on education that have been passed 
in Spain in the last 15 years. The sources for the study are the debates that took place 
while the laws were being drafted, especially during the parliamentary proceedings. 
The analysis shows the submission of the political debate under the pressure to 
achieve a more internationally competitive system. In the realm of the political right 
this step gave victory to neo-liberalism over neo-conservativism. In the realm of the 
political left, it represents the rise of neoliberal socialism and the surrender to the 
forces of the economy. Both tendencies dramatically affect the notion of the com-
mon good, a notion that does not fit comfortably in either one.

 Introduction

In 1978 the Constitution of Spain was ratified, endowing the country with a new 
political system after 40 years of dictatorship. In it, Article 27 laid out the legal 
framework for the new education system. It became one of the most controversial 
articles in the new Constitution, and one that was hardest for the two main political 
forces at the time to agree upon: the centre-right UCD (Unión de Centro Democrático) 
party with a continuist orientation in educational matters, which gave broad leeway 
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to private schools (at that time, chiefly run by Catholic religious orders) and school 
choice, and the constellation of leftist parties that advocated a more radical break 
much like the Constitution of the short-lived Spanish Republic in 1931.

Since the Constitution was ratified in 1978, eight laws have been passed regulat-
ing the education system in non-university stages, thereby subjecting education to 
continual upheaval. In the first laws, from the 1980s and early 1990s, the debate was 
primarily political, but by the year 2000, coinciding with Spain’s taking part in the 
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), legislation had become 
more technical in nature, in the sense that it aimed to be based on empirical evidence 
alone.

The use of empirical evidence to support education policies is nothing new to 
Spain. Its origin may be traced back to the discussions from the mid 1800s on the 
possibilities of idealism and positivism in education, which took form in what was 
known as Krausopositivism (in reference to the philosophy of Karl Christian 
Friedrich Krause), a Spanish construction meant to “reconcile the historic contra-
diction between empiricism and idealism without ignoring or nullifying either of 
the two essential elements for scientific construction” (Salmerón 1878, p. XIII). 
From the 1940s, the Spanish National Statistics Institute (Instituto Nacional de 
Estadística, INE) took on the task of drawing up the data on education in Spain. 
These statistics form the basis of the series Data and figures on education in Spain 
published yearly by the General Technical Secretariat of the Ministry of Education 
as of 1961. The information presented at that time was still very basic, and consisted 
mainly of data on enrolment and institutions at the various different levels of the 
education system, with a clear purpose of justifying the policies being enacted at 
that time (Ministerio de Educación Nacional 1961). This task of collecting and ana-
lysing the statistics was taken over by the Ministry of Education itself as of 1985, 
jointly with the Departments of Education of the Autonomous Communities as the 
latter were gradually given competencies in education. From 1995 on, the National 
Institute for Educational Evaluation (Instituto Nacional de Evaluación Educativa, 
INEE) has been in charge of working with the education authorities in each autono-
mous community to draw up the general assessment of the education system at 
non-university levels and to coordinate international study programmes.

The data from national and international studies are available to independent 
researchers. The ISOC – Social Sciences and Humanities database of the Spanish 
National Research Council (Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas, CSIC) 
lists nearly 300 articles from Spanish journals for the keyword PISA, especially 
since 2006. These articles often feature the results from research projects carried out 
at universities. Moreover, several of the main Spanish journals on educational 
research have published monographic issues on this subject. One of the journals 
with the greatest impact according to Scopus is the Revista de Educación, which 
published the first monographic issue on PISA in 2006 (Vélaz 2006). Since 2012, 
the journal has included one or two articles a year on the matter. Another journal, 
Profesorado. Revista de Currículum y Formación del Profesorado, from the 
Universidad de Granada, published a monograph in 2009 on the PISA experience in 
Germany (Pereyra and Kotthoff 2009) and later, in 2013, the volume titled PISA a 
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examen: Cambiando el conocimiento, cambiando las pruebas y cambiando las 
escuelas (‘PISA examined: Changing knowledge, changing tests and changing 
schools’) (Pereyra et al. 2013). This volume includes a set of critical articles on the 
validity and pertinence of international tests, revealing the division in the academic 
community on their relevance and the decisions to be made based on their results in 
the context of Spain. Practically all the major Spanish journals on social sciences 
and the humanities have published studies on international testing in recent years. 
Generally, the contents of these studies can be put into the following categories: 
methodological analysis of the construction or application of the tests (Fernández- 
Cano 2016); areas evaluated in PISA and factors related to the competences devel-
oped by students (Sáenz 2007; Serrano et al. eprint); the status of comparison of the 
different countries or autonomous communities that took part in the different evalu-
ations (Gil-Flores 2014); dropout rates and the inequalities found in the evaluations 
(Choi and Calero 2013); critical analysis of the influence of PISA on political, edu-
cational and social decisions (Pedró 2012; Duru 2013; Fernández-González 2015).

Nevertheless, the matter of PISA has by no means been exclusive to the aca-
demic community. Starting with the Law on the Quality of Education (Ley Orgánica 
de Calidad de la Educación, LOCE) passed in 2002 but never actually enacted, 
whenever a new law has been proposed, it has been justified by appealing to the 
results from international evaluations. Our aim here is to analyse the type of politi-
cal reading made from these results. We will focus on the three general laws on 
education that have been passed in Spain in the last 15 years: the abovementioned 
Law on the Quality of Education, the Law on Education (Ley Orgánica de la 
Educación, LOE) from 2006, and the Law on the Improvement of the Quality of 
Education (Ley Orgánica para la Mejora de la Calidad Educativa, LOMCE) from 
2013. The main sources for the analysis are the debates that took place while the 
laws were being drafted, especially during the parliamentary proceedings.

 International Assessments Used as Grounds for Political 
Justification

The Law on the Quality of Education (LOCE) was passed in December 2002 under 
the government of the right-wing People’s Party under José María Aznar and his 
Minister of Education, the Political Science and Administration professor Pilar del 
Castillo. The law was meant to correct what the Government felt had been the fail-
ure of the socialist reform from the 1980s and 1990s, mainly in regard to the partici-
patory nature of managing schools as implemented in the Law on the Right to 
Education (Ley Orgánica del Derecho a la Educación, LODE) of 1985, and the 
comprehensive philosophy of the Law on the General Arrangement of the Education 
System (Ley Orgánica de Ordinación General del Sistema Educativo, LOGSE) of 
1990. To illustrate the shortcomings, the LOCE appealed to measurable results from 
national and international evaluations:
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The evaluations and analyses on our education system carried out by national and interna-
tional institutions reveal worrying differences in achievement in comparison with the other 
countries in our economic and cultural surroundings. These shortcomings become particu-
larly clear in secondary education. There, one fourth of the student body drops out before 
attaining the lower compulsory secondary education certificate, leaving the system without 
any diploma or qualification. Furthermore, our students score below the European Union 
average in their knowledge of instrumental subjects such as mathematics and sciences, 
fundamental in a social and economic reality in which the scientific and technological 
dimension of knowledge is primordial… (LOCE, preamble)

The LOCE kicked off a cycle of invoking the standardised assessments from 
international organisms as an argument of political justification that continues 
today. When the bill was first drafted, Spain had already taken part in several of 
these evaluations, such as the 1988 and 1991 cycles of the International Assessment 
of Educational Progress (IAEP), on mathematics and science, derived from the 
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) of the United States, the 
Third International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), with tests given in 
1995, and the first study of the Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA) in the year 2000.

Reports written up by the National Quality and Assessment Institute (Instituto 
Nacional de Calidad y Evaluación), dependent on the Ministry of Education, indi-
cated a decline in Spanish students, in comparison with students in other countries, 
in their relative rankings in IAEP and TIMSS, in sciences as well as in mathematics 
(López and Moreno 1997a, p. 11; b, pp. 11 and 12). Similarly, in the results from 
PISA, Spanish students scored lower than the OECD average on reading compre-
hension, mathematics and sciences. Moreover, these results also made it clear that 
few Spanish students scored very high or very low, but were concentrated at the 
average levels, with little variation in achievement between the schools and lower 
incidence of the family context than in most of the countries (INCE 2001).

The process of drafting the bill brought about considerable controversy. The 
members of the State School Council, the highest organisation of social representa-
tion in matters of education policy, who were most against the bill walked out of the 
proceedings in mid-debate when they found that their voices were being unduly 
silenced. Its passage through parliament was accompanied by several protest 
marches and coincided with a large general strike (Digón 2003). Finally, on 
December 23, 2002, the LOCE bill was passed by the Spanish Parliament. However, 
an unexpected political change occurred in the country in the aftermath of the ter-
rorist bombings on March 11, 2004, which immediately halted its application and 
led to it being replaced by the Law on Education (LOE).

The LOCE is based on a neoliberal philosophy that can be summed up in five 
points: (a) primacy of a culture of individual effort; (b) result-oriented by imple-
mentation of various means of assessment; (c) promotion of “equal quality oppor-
tunities” by means of a dual configuration as of the age of 14, which broke from 
the principle of comprehensive education of the Spanish 1990 reform; (d) rein-
forcement of the social consideration and the initial and permanent teacher training 
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systems, with a content that was more rhetorical than real; (e) development of the 
autonomy of the schools in matters of curriculum, organisation and management.

The LOCE makes no explicit formulation of the public good. In the debate on the 
bill the concept of “the public” appeared almost exclusively in relation to the old 
dichotomy between public and private schooling, and thus is identified with “the 
State”. The idea of the public good behind the law can however be deduced from the 
philosophy that inspired it. In her defence of the bill in the Lower House (Congreso 
de los Diputados) of the Spanish Parliament on October 3, 2002, Education Minister 
Pilar del Castillo referred to this philosophy by stating that “education is not on the 
right or on the left, nor is it above or below the social fabric; it is at its very core” 
(Congreso de los Diputados 2002a, p. 9593). Education is ideologically separate 
from political confrontations. The line of argumentation suited to it is not that of the 
rationality on the desirable model of an educated person in society, but of an instru-
mental rationality raised on the “culture of effort, assessment and attention to 
results” (ibid.). Fixating on the results and their assessment, however, eclipses any 
discussion on the purposes of education. The measures to adopt are justified by “the 
shortcomings of our education system that national and international analyses have 
repeatedly made clear” (ibid). The direction of the improvements is not set by the 
citizens, nor does it come from an explicit conception of the education ideal, but 
from the analyses of the experts, who thereby turn into arbiters of the public good.

This instrumental rationality is consistent with a liberal political conception 
upheld on freedom and flexibility, sold under the slogan of “quality educational 
opportunities for all” (ibid, p. 9595) as the best means for the underprivileged to get 
ahead by their efforts, some along some routes, others along other routes. By this 
appeal to effort, the public good is reduced to merely the sum of the good of the 
individuals. No project is articulated for social good itself. González de Txabarri, a 
Member of Parliament from the Basque Group, rejected the bill outright on account 
of it lacking in social character and its deviation “toward the personal dimension by 
insisting that the learner is the one who has to perform more: more work, more 
effort” (ibid, p. 9600). He criticised the efficiency-based view of the law in its focus 
on results and its neglect of contextual factors. In his opinion, the concept of quality 
being used was overly restrictive in that it left out “democratic values such as human 
dignity, social justice, equal rights, freedom, participation, transparency. Overlooking 
these criteria, the bill centres on criteria of effectiveness and skirts the issue of 
attaining basic social objectives” (ibid, p. 9601). But even the political opposition, 
adverse to the bill, ended up buying into its logic. For example, that same Member 
of Parliament warned about the Government concealing the good scores attained in 
the Basque Country, and censured the ministry for manipulating “the analyses and 
results of the experts who assess the parameters of the education system” (ibid.).

Thus, in the political debate on the bill, the supposedly unbiased data from the 
international assessments became an instrumental resource used by advocates and 
detractors alike. From the political party in power the data were used to justify the 
inclusion of different educational options of either a more academic or more profes-
sional orientation as of the age of 14 (Congreso de Diputados 2002b, p. 19557) or 
cutting back on the budget for education (Congreso de Diputados 2002c, p. 19648). 
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Meanwhile, the opposition accused the governing party of have made “scarce use of 
the results from the main research done in recent decades on this matter” (Congreso 
de Diputados 2002b, p. 19530). The political debate turned into a game of numbers 
in which weight no longer went to the best argument but to the largest pile of data, 
normally read in different ways depending on which side of the political fence one 
is on. At the Commission on Education, the spokesperson for the Socialist Group in 
Parliament criticised the Government for not having made a serious diagnosis of the 
situation before proposing the new bill. She pointed out that when the previous law 
(LOGSE) was passed, the Ministry of Education commissioned thirty-four special-
ists from the OECD to carry out an analysis on student achievement, and she 
described the distressing picture they then painted. Against that backdrop, she 
added, the situation reached during the years the LOGSE was in effect prove to be 
“a giant leap forward in our country to offset the terrible dropout rate we find here” 
(Congreso de los Diputados 2002b, p. 19568). What for some was proof of the fail-
ings of the previous legislature, for others was proof of its success. The numbers 
were used to back up one side as well as the other.

 The Socialist Reform

The Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party (Partido Socialista Obrero Español), led by 
José Luís Rodríguez Zapatero, won the elections on March 14, 2004. As the 
Socialists had announced in their electoral campaign, one of the first measures that 
they took when they returned to Government was to halt application of the LOCE. At 
the same time, they began to draw up a new regulation that culminated in passing 
the bill known as the Law on Education (LOE) on May 3, 2006, with María Jesús 
San Segundo, first, and Mercedes Cabrera, afterwards, as Ministers of Education 
and Science during that legislature.

The LOE is articulated along three main lines. The first line establishes the need 
to combine quality with social equality, i.e., to pursue the objective of quality educa-
tion for everyone. This line is actually the main purpose of the law. In fact, the docu-
ment by the Ministry of Education and Science in September 2004 that acted as the 
basis for the debate with the education community was published under the title A 
Quality Education for All and among All. The quality of education was spelled out 
in two aims: improve the overall scores on international assessments and reduce the 
high student dropout rates.

Once again, international assessments and statistics were used more as justifica-
tion than any general concept of education. New effort was put into glossing over 
any true debate on the purposes of education, thereby turning all education reform 
into a set of technical modifications to teaching. In the discussion of the bill in the 
Lower House, Ana Pastor, the speaker from the People’s Party, then in the opposi-
tion, repeated the same words used by the Minister, Pilar del Castillo, during the 
proceedings on the previous bill: “Education is neither on the left nor on the right of 
the social fabric of our country. Only partisan positions can claim otherwise. 
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Education is the birthright of all society and holds the very centre of society, as in 
fact does freedom” (Congreso de Diputados 2005a, p. 6299). Any political point of 
view on education is thus discredited as “partisan”.

As the document published for the debate on the bill states, “quality cannot be 
conceived as a dimension disjointed from equality, since the two principles are 
inseparable” (Ministerio de Educación y Ciencia 2004, p.  18). However, social 
equality is also described in terms of the international assessments, which show less 
variance on the Spanish scores that in the rest of the OECD average. This allows 
giving a positive reading to the effects of the comprehensive school policy put 
through in the 1990s. Thus, the Spanish report on the PISA 2003 results states:

The total variance in the math scores of Spanish students is 87%, less than the OECD aver-
age, which is desirable from the point of view of equality (…) This score is not due to 
chance, but to the education policies instituted for decades, which have opted to set up the 
Spanish education system as a comprehensive, integrating system, with a single type of 
secondary schools for all students, one that shies away from early tracking and other designs 
that end up in teaching different contents to students of the same age. (Ministerio de 
Educación, Política Social y Deporte 2008, p. 56)

In the parliamentary debate on the bill, the Minister of Education at the time, 
Maria Jesús San Segundo, defended the comprehensive school by using these 
arguments:

At present, the whole of Spanish society has the conviction that the quality of education 
must be improved and the scores from PISA 2000 and 2003 must be raised, but also that 
such a benefit must reach all young people without exception. On this historic occasion, 
with the objectives of UNESCO and the European Union on the table, any offer of quality 
without equality would be a fraud that we cannot allow. In the knowledge society, exclu-
sions are contraindicated and PISA has shown that strategies of early tracking of students 
do not lead to good results. (Congreso de Diputados 2005a, p. 6294)

Nevertheless, the opposition used these same data against the minister to ques-
tion the concept of social equality as a homogenous distribution of scores: “The 
OECD, through their PISA program, and the European Union claim that our indica-
tor scores show an early dropout rate, insufficient graduation in education and espe-
cially, Madam Minister, you cannot come here to talk of equality” (ibid, p. 6299).

The second line in the socialist education reform is the need to carry out the 
improvement of the system not only from the efforts of students, the academic com-
munity and the school administrators, but also from society as a whole, understand-
ing that educating the young is a concern involving every citizen. As part of this 
commitment, this law is meant to ensure suitable and balanced distribution of stu-
dents needing special education support among public schools and private subsi-
dized schools. Even though the law seems to defend the autonomy of the schools 
and their teaching faculty in drawing up their own teaching programmes, the truth 
is that this idea of equitable division relies on the schools being homogeneous, with 
little differentiation in their curriculum and pedagogy, teaching a heterogeneous 
population whose social plurality is reflected in each school while also representing 
a model of social harmony.
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The third principle underlying the socialist law consists of accepting the educa-
tional objectives set by the European Union. The LOE lends itself to the skills-based 
approach used in the PISA assessments and adopted by the European Union. In the 
base document for the law, the Ministry stated its desire to “orient the Spanish edu-
cation objectives in the direction set by the European Union for the year 2010” 
(Ministerio de Educación y Ciencia 2004, p. 10). Thus, the experts and international 
politics once again are what decide on the orientation of the reforms to be 
undertaken.

The analysis of the three main lines of the socialist reform show that, despite 
their different place on the political spectrum, the type of argumentation for the 
LOE was much the same as for the previous law. For example, the preamble of the 
law states that the reform is not the product of any particular ideological or peda-
gogic stance, but of the results and remarks from expert organisations:

In November 1990, the ministers of education of the nations from the Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development met in Paris to discuss how to bring about quality 
education and vocational training for all. In September 2004, more than sixty ministers 
convened in Geneva for the 47th International Conference on Education held by UNESCO 
showed the same concern, which makes it clear that the challenge posed in the preceding 
decade still holds true (LOE, preamble).

In any case, the LOE attempted to articulate the technical language of the data 
with an idea of the common good. The law gave great importance to preparing stu-
dents to be citizens and to participate in economic, social and cultural life with a 
critical and responsible attitude. To that end, it established adding a course subject 
to the curriculum generically called “Citizenship education”, although its specific 
formulation varied at the different levels of education. The subject was to be present 
across the entire school system. Its aim was to offer every student a space for reflec-
tion, analysis and study on the fundamental features and operation of a democratic 
government, the principles and rights set forth in the Spanish Constitution and in the 
international treaties and declarations on human rights, and the shared values that 
constitute the underpinnings of democratic citizenship in a global context. This was 
one of the most controversial aspects of the bill. For most parliamentary groups, it 
was not necessary to add this subject, since education in values was supposed to be 
taught transversally throughout the entire curriculum and by all teachers. For the 
main opposition party, the People’s Party, it was an imposition for indoctrination: 
“[You] impose a subject on indoctrination: Citizenship education” (Congreso de 
Diputados 2005a, p. 6300). This accusation was based on the lack of any scientific 
backing to the subject matter: “Without the support of any scientific discipline, a 
subject matter inexorably heads toward becoming a means for indoctrination; and 
science is what prevents such indoctrination” (Congreso de Diputados 2005b, 
p. 30). Only empirical science can set the education ideals for school.
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 The Conservative Counter-Reformation

The change in political stripes that came about in Spain following the general elec-
tions of 2011 brought victory once again to the People’s Party, and caused a new 
conservative shift in social and education matters. This turnabout now happened in 
an international economic context that pressured for lowering the public deficit by 
cutbacks on basic budget items. One of the first measures taken by the recently 
empowered Government was to start up a legislative counter-reformation of educa-
tion led by the Minister of Education José Ignacio Wert, a lawyer and sociologist 
with a long background in politics. In only 9 months from his cabinet appointment, 
the Minister presented a draft of a bill for public opinion. That draft, from September 
2012, began with the following assertion:

Education is the motor that drives the competitiveness of the economy and the level of 
prosperity of a country. The level of education of a country determines its ability to compete 
successfully in the international arena and to face the challenges of the future. Improving 
the level of education of the citizens means opening the doors to highly qualified jobs, 
which entails aiming at economic growth and achieving competitive advantages in the 
global marketplace. (Ministerio de Educación, Cultura y Deporte 2012a, p 1)

In the statement above, the good for the country is predicated on economic growth 
and competitiveness in a global setting, limiting individual aspiration to merely fit-
ting in with the labour market, with no further ado of a cultural, social or personal 
development kind. With this letter of introduction, the proposal was unlikely to 
drum up agreements, which later became patently clear with the constant protest 
demonstrations and student and trade union strikes that took place while the pro-
ceedings on the bill were underway. The Law on the Improvement of the Quality of 
Education (LOMCE) was finally passed by the Spanish Parliament on December 9, 
2013, after a bitter and quarrelsome parliamentary debate that pitted the People’s 
Party against all the other groups in the House.

The press release from the Ministry of Education on the occasion of presenting 
the bill to the Council of Ministers was based on data from the OECD. Namely, it 
held that the system was financially strong, with twice as much public spending that 
in the previous decade and high above that in the other OECD countries and econo-
mies. However, at the same time, it noted that the weaknesses of the system, accord-
ing to the international reports, were concentrated on the high dropout rates in lower 
secondary education (Ministerio de Educación, Cultura y Deporte 2012b). Once 
again, international comparisons served to justify making the intended changes.

Actually, the use of technical data of an international nature was meant to keep 
any throwback to partisan politics away from the proposed reform and to convey the 
idea that the proposal rose above political controversy, which was blamed for the 
nation’s falling behind in education. This discourse struck deep in the public opin-
ion. The following paragraph appears in the final preamble to the law, which was 
also used in the press release;

The objectivity of the international comparative studies, which at the least reflect the stag-
nation of the system, leads to the conclusion that a reform of the education system is 
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needed, one that shuns the ideological debates that have hindered progress in recent years. 
A sensible, practical reform is needed, one that will let each student develop his or her 
maximum potential (LOMCE, preamble).

Further on, the text reaffirms its intention to carry out the international recommen-
dations, stating that “the reform fostered by the LOMCE is backed up by evidence 
and gathers the best comparative practices” (ibid.), a litany that was used again and 
again in parliamentary and public speeches alike. However, its subsequent develop-
ment proved not to be based on concrete evidence, and the best practices known 
were not in fact used. Instead, nearly the opposite happened: the repertory of reforms 
in fact harkened back to antiquated pedagogic and teaching devices, such as moving 
away from a competences-based curriculum to a contents-based approach.

The bill was quickly passed into law. From its formal proposal at the Council of 
Ministers to its final publication, the proceedings only took 15 months, a remark-
ably short period of time. There seemed to be a degree of urgency in the party that 
supported the Government for a quick solution to what had come to a standstill 
when the LOCE was repealed in 2004.

Of course, nearly every opposition party objected to the need for the new law as 
well as to its orientation. Meanwhile, the defence of the reform was based on the 
need to lower the debate on education to merely technical matters, and always using 
international data, thereby sidestepping any ideological confrontation. That was the 
position of the People’s Party, whose spokesperson was quick to assert:

The historic opportunity that the citizens have deposited in this Parliament to become 
champion and guarantor of the needed improvement to the quality of the education system 
has been replaced by a terribly ideologicalised, partisan, biased debate unbefitting the 
nature of the matter of discussion (Congreso de Diputados 2013a, p. 21).

By demonizing the political debate, the intention was to constrain the confronta-
tion to technical terms with supposedly neutral, unbiased data. The spokesperson 
for the People’s Party finished off his argument with a new appeal to what the inter-
national reports were preaching, attacking the immobility of political adversaries 
and their indifference to those reports: “Some people in the House are still bent on 
reaffirming their own mistakes, on propping up a model of education that the inter-
national reports point to every single day as being directly responsible for the ebb-
ing, if not back moving backward, of the quality of the system” (ibid.).

The spokesperson for the Basque Group replied that more discussion was needed 
over the data, “which in no case justify the terms you propose in the law for the 
model, for the architecture of the education system” (ibid, p. 27). The representative 
from the left-wing Plural Left (Izquierda Plural) Group went even further: “You 
have typed out a law on a calculator rather than on the rights of the citizens” (ibid, 
p. 28).

In summary, the parliamentary confrontation on the LOMCE repeated and rein-
forced the stances that had been taken in drafting the LOCE back in 2002. The 
instrumental logic of the LOMCE was shored up by new international data after 
various cycles of PISA reports that showed Spain stably in the mid-range band of 
the OECD, which the mass media then portrayed as a stagnation of the education 
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system. Furthermore, individual talent once again become a key element in the 
argumentation for the reform, but was only used to establish a chain of successive 
tests that students had to pass at the end of the stages of primary, lower secondary 
and higher secondary education. The law thus backed away from any approach to 
the common good that goes beyond the logic of individual success. Finally, the 
dimension of equal opportunity was buried under a conceptualization that increased 
segregation by means of early tracking mechanisms in the third year of lower sec-
ondary education as well as segregation for religious reasons by grouping students 
according to their faith, and linguistic segregation in communities with two co- 
official languages, with separate models proposed for each linguistic option. With 
segregating elements such as these, the LOMCE moved away from any integrating 
approach to the common good, which would require an integral look at the educa-
tion act. What the LOMCE offered was a new reduction of education to the learning 
of particular subjects considered instrumental.

 Conclusion

In the legislative reforms of the Spanish education system since the first results from 
the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) appeared, the contin-
ual appeal to empirical data has played an instrumental role in concealing the politi-
cal meaning of education. This instrumental use helps explain how the same results 
can be used to justify opposing policies. The problem is not only that of trying to get 
more out of the data than they can offer (Carabaña 2015); the instrumental use of 
these data also spurns their own value. It is not important what they indicate. In 
political discourse, what matters is the aura of ‘scientificity’ and objectivity, 
endorsed by the panels of experts in assessment, sometimes from an international 
origin, which sets the data above the political interests and discussions of their con-
text. This use ignores the fact that international orientations in education, the prior-
ity of some objectives over others, of some assessment areas over others, are 
themselves political subjects.

In a recent revision, Pereira, Perales and Bakieva chose 116 empirical papers 
done on data from the PISA project in its various forms since the year 2000 and 
found in the most widely used scholarly databases in English, French, Spanish and 
Portuguese. As a result of the revision, the authors propose carrying out studies on 
the extent to which the political and the didactic recommendations made in those 
papers are valued and implemented accordingly by the different governments 
(Pereira et al. 2016). In that sense, Fernández-González recently wrote of the impact 
of PISA on the official discourse upholding the most recent general law on educa-
tion passed in Spain (the LOMCE). Using strategies of critical discourse analysis of 
statements from upper-level politicians, this research shows similarities between the 
orientation of PISA and the reforms covered in the LOMCE. For example, it shows 
the coincidence between the PISA decision to focus on three specific competencies 
and the ministerial criticism of curricular dispersion, which leads to concentration 

4 Educational Policy in Spain: Between Political Bias and International Evidence



74

on a few areas deemed instrumental. The study also highlights the individualist 
approach taken by the PISA model, which it relates to the defence made in the 
Spanish legal text of the need to increase personal effort and attend to individual 
talents, disregarding the contingencies of the context (Fernández-González 2015).

The coincidence in discourses between PISA and the LOMCE goes beyond 
mere ideological likeness between a supranational organism defending a particu-
lar kind of economics and a government of a political stripe close to it. In the end, 
what is being suggested is the validity of PISA as a tool for assessing educational 
policies and the difficulty in discerning its objectivity. Pedró (2012) thus distin-
guishes between the impact in the media and the impact in discourse in politics as 
a result of PISA. He concurs with Meyer and Benavot’s thesis in that “the ‘cloud 
of data’ produced by PISA may easily operate like a Rorschach in which anyone 
can find support for any preconceived idea” (Meyer and Benavot 2013, p. 21), and 
points out that most politicians in office look more at the international reports 
than their own internal assessments. As Pedró highlights, PISA measures con-
structs that are not featured in national programs, thereby bestowing on the OECD 
the role of designers of an international curriculum, one that is hastily copied by 
whatever government happen to be in power and have pledged to reform their 
own curricula, either by adding new orientations or by concentrating on the areas 
measured by PISA.

However, in terms of political discourse, these analyses have fallen on deaf ears. 
Indeed, in the documentation on the parliamentary debates we have reviewed, refer-
ences to actual researchers in education are few and far between. The source of 
justification seems to rest solely on data as provided by the reports from official 
national or international agencies. Mr. Gradgrind’s words in Hard Times resonate 
here: “In this life, we want nothing but Facts, sir; nothing but Facts!” (Dickens 
2001, p. 2.). From the supposed objectivity of data, any attempt to question or look 
beyond what the international assessments say is dismissed, as Minister Wert did, as 
“ideological apriorism” (Congreso de Diputados 2013b, p. 34), as if the reading 
made of the data, whether by the government or the opposition, were not also politi-
cal. The alternative to that de-politisation that arose in the parliamentary debates 
merely amounts to converting politics into a realm of pure opinion, where, as an 
opposition member told the Government, “it is legitimate that you try to impose 
your model, but it is equally legitimate that we try to avoid it” (Congreso de 
Diputados 2002a, p. 9607). The political debate thus becomes a one-sided dialogue 
in which the only possible approach is the one of strategic agreements, or, as another 
congressman called them, satisfactory balances (ibid., p. 9614). What these debates 
often show is the eclipsing of political judgement, like the “manifestation of the 
wind of thought” that Hannah Arendt referred to, which is not knowledge, or stock-
piling data, “but the ability to tell right from wrong, beautiful from ugly” (Arendt 
1978, p. 193).

An oft-repeated phrase in this process is that education “is neither on the left nor 
on the right”. Minister Pilar del Castillo appealed to Arendt to back up this argument 
(Congreso de Diputados 2002a, p.  9593). In her essay The Crisis in Education, 
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Arendt asserted that “we must decisively divorce the realm of education from the 
others, most of all from the realm of public, political life” (Arendt 2006, p. 192). 
Arendt’s statement regarding political initiation addresses her conception of educa-
tion as a transition between the private world, where childhood takes place, and the 
public or political world, where adulthood occurs. Politics should be kept outside 
the classrooms; to do otherwise would rob children of the chance that the radical 
fact of birth bestows of creating something new. Arendt thus seems to side with the 
opponents to including the course on citizen education in the school curriculum.

However, it has been pointed out that, in contrast to the rejection of politics in 
The Crisis in Education, Arendt’s philosophy contains elements that help articulate 
the two realities better (Biesta 2010). For example, in the manuscripts for her 
Introduction into Politics, Arendt wrote that “politics is based on the fact of human 
plurality. God created man, but men are a human, earthly product, the product of 
human nature (…) Politics deals with the coexistence and association of different 
men” (Arendt 2005, p. 93). Politics is in the realm of diversity, of the polyphony of 
voices. Any attempt at removing it from education means replacing human plurality 
with a one-way image, in this case that of homo oeconomicus, which creates eco-
nomic growth and is skilled at moving about on the stage of global competition.

Rejection or fear of talking about the valuative dimension of the concept of edu-
cation leaves no room in the political discourse for a pedagogical concept of quality. 
Instead, this discourse usually focuses on the improvement of the scores on national 
and international assessments and on lowering drop-out rates, for example as done 
in the preamble to the LOE. From a less reductionist perspective, quality in educa-
tion requires paying attention and valuing the intrinsic elements in the education 
process, such as the type of education desired, the corresponding training of the 
teachers, the curriculum or the teaching methods suited to that conception, etc. 
Furthermore, the fact that the assessment of the quality of education is based on a 
ranking of scores on external tests itself establishes a hierarchy of schools leading 
society to interiorize a single model of good schooling, and thus, of the educated 
person (Van Zanten 2008, p. 315).

After ratification of the Constitution of 1978, every different political party that 
takes office has generated a new law on education to reflect its own particular view. 
The top echelons of the education system have therefore been criticised for having 
politicised education without restraint, thereby unnecessarily complicating the life 
of schools and families alike. The intention of separating education from politics in 
each new legislative bill conceals an attempt at being free of that criticism. But the 
alternative to this continual roller coaster of laws is not to sell the message of a false 
de-politisation, but to work to achieve common ground, each from his or her politi-
cal preference. Spain has made it a habit for each new legislature to call for a wide-
spread pact on education without it ever having been achieved. Such a pact cannot 
mean stifling the polyphony of voices under the weight of the data, which would be 
tantamount to replacing the democracy of the people with a government of experts. 
This of course does not mean rejecting out of principle what the empirical data can 
offer, provided that the data are not expected to have the last word over all other 
arguments.
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The case of Spain, which we have analysed here by looking at the three last gen-
eral laws passed on the education system, is an example of the political debate being 
waylaid by the technical details, the explicit ideological aims by the need for an 
internationally more competitive system. In the realm of the new political right that 
arose in Spain under the Constitution of 1978, this step gave victory to neo- liberalism 
over neo-conservativism, with the victory meaning the submission of a vision of life 
based on traditional values, to a vision based on the belief that the market will trans-
form private good into public good (de Puelles 2016). In the new left, the way of 
justification we have seen in the debates represents the rise of neoliberal socialism 
and the surrender to the forces of the economy, which Pierre Bourdieu and Günter 
Grass denounced in a famous conversation at the end of the 1990s (Le  Monde 
1999). Both tendencies dramatically affect the notion of the common good, a notion 
which does not fit comfortably in either one.

As the UNESCO report Rethinking Education has made clear, the loss of a 
shared valuative dimension under the alliance of scientificism and neo-liberalism is 
one of the most worrying symptoms in education systems today. The report draws 
attention to the weakening of the concept of the public good at play with the conver-
sion of education into learning in the international discourse, and suggests correct-
ing it by recovering the notion of the common good:

The notion of common good goes beyond the instrumental concept of the public good in 
which human well-being is framed by individualistic socio-economic theory. From a “com-
mon good” perspective, it is not only the “good life” of individuals that matters, but also the 
goodness of the life that humans hold in common. It cannot be a personal or parochial good. 
It is important to emphasize that the recent shift from “education” to “learning” in interna-
tional discourse signals a potential neglect of the collective dimensions and the purpose of 
education as a social endeavour. This is true both for the broader social outcomes expected 
of education, and for how educational opportunities are organized. The notion of education 
as a “common good” reaffirms the collective dimension of education as a shared social 
endeavour (shared responsibility and commitment to solidarity). (UNESCO 2015, p. 78)

Overcoming the scenario these policies have led to will require resituating educa-
tion in the context of a debate that must necessarily be not only, but also fundamen-
tally, ethical and political.

References

Arendt, H. (1978). The life of the mind. San Diego: Harcourt.
Arendt, H. (2005). The promise of politics. New York: Schocken Books.
Arendt, H. (2006). Between past and future. New York: Penguin.
Biesta, G. (2010). How to exist politically and learn from it: Hannah Arendt and the problem of 

democratic education. Teachers College Record, 112(2), 556–575.
Carabaña, J. (2015). La inutilidad de PISA para las escuelas. Madrid: Catarata.
Choi, A., & Calero, J. (2013). Determinantes del riesgo de fracaso escolar en España en PISA- 

2009 y propuestas de reforma. Revista de Educación, 362, 562–593.

G. Jover et al.



77

Congreso de los Diputados. (2002a). Proyecto de Ley Orgánica de Calidad de la Educación. Diario 
de Sesiones del Congreso de los Diputados (Pleno y Diputación Permanente, VII Legislatura), 
193, 9593–9620.

Congreso de los Diputados. (2002b). Dictamen sobre el Proyecto de Ley Orgánica de Calidad de la 
Educación. Diario de Sesiones del Congreso de los Diputados (Comisiones, VII Legislatura), 
600, 19522–19598.

Congreso de los Diputados. (2002c). Dictamen sobre el Proyecto de Ley Orgánica de Calidad de la 
Educación. Diario de Sesiones del Congreso de los Diputados (Comisiones, VII Legislatura), 
602, 19630–19686.

Congreso de los Diputados. (2005a). Proyecto de Ley Orgánica de la Educación. Diario de 
Sesiones del Congreso de los Diputados (Pleno y Diputación Permanente, VIII Legislatura), 
118, 6293–6314.

Congreso de los Diputados. (2005b). Dictamen sobre el Proyecto de Ley Orgánica de la Educación. 
Diario de Sesiones del Congreso de los Diputados (Comisiones, VIII Legislatura), 418, 5–44.

Congreso de los Diputados. (2013a). Dictamen sobre el Proyecto de Ley Orgánica para la Mejora 
de la Calidad Educativa. Diario de Sesiones del Congreso de los Diputados (Pleno y Diputación 
Permanente, X Legislatura), 145, 5–33.

Congreso de los Diputados. (2013b). Comparecencia del señor Ministro de Educación, Cultura 
y Deporte (Wert Ortega). Diario de Sesiones del Congreso de los Diputados (Comisiones, X 
Legislatura), 323, 1–48.

de Puelles, M. (2016). Reflexiones sobre cuarenta años de educación en España o la irresistible 
seducción de las leyes. Historia y Memoria de la Educación, 3, 15–44.

Dickens, C. (2001). Hard times. Mineola: Dover.
Digón, P. (2003). La Ley Orgánica de Calidad de la Educación: análisis crítico de la nueva reforma 

educativa española. Revista Electrónica de Investigación Educativa, 5(1). Retrieved March 28, 
2016, from http://redie.uabc.mx/vol5no1/contenido-digon.html

Duru, M. (2013). Desde el atractivo poder de los datos de PISA a las desilusiones del Benchmarking. 
¿Desafío a la evaluación de los sistemas educativos? Revista de Currículum y Formación del 
Profesorado, 17(2), 93–104.

Fernández-Cano, A. (2016). Una crítica metodológica de las evaluaciones PISA. Relieve, 22(1), 
1–17.

Fernández-González, N. (2015). PISA como instrumento de legitimación de la reforma de la 
LOMCE. Bordón. Revista de Pedagogía, 67(1), 165–178.

Gil-Flores, J. (2014). Factores asociados a la brecha regional del rendimiento español en la evalu-
ación PISA. Revista de Investigación Educativa, 32(2), 393–410.

INCE. (2001). Conocimientos y destrezas para la vida. Primeros resultados del proyecto PISA 
2000. Madrid: INCE.

Le Monde. (1999). Pierre Bourdieu et Günter Grass: la tradition “d’ouvrir sa gueule”, Le 
Monde, 02–12–1999. Retrieved May 9, 2016, from http://www.lemonde.fr/une-abonnes/arti-
cle/1999/12/02/pierre-bourdieu-et-gunter-grass-la-tradition-d-ouvrir-sa-gueule_33212_3207.
html

López, J. A., & Moreno, M. L. (1997a). Resultados de Ciencias. Tercer Estudio Internacional de 
Matemáticas y Ciencias (TIMSS). Madrid: INCE.

López, J. A., & Moreno, M. L. (1997b). Resultados de Matemáticas. Tercer Estudio Internacional 
de Matemáticas y Ciencias (TIMSS). Madrid: INCE.

Meyer, H. D., & Benavot, A. (2013). PISA and the globalization of education governance: Some 
puzzles and problems. In H. Meyer & A. Benavot (Eds.), PISA, power and policy: The emer-
gence of global education governance (pp. 9–26). Oxford: Symposium Books.

Ministerio de Educación Nacional. (1961). Datos y cifras de la enseñanza en España, 1960. 
Madrid: Ministerio de Educación Nacional/Secretaría General Técnica.

Ministerio de Educación y Ciencia. (2004). Una educación de calidad para todos y entre todos. 
Madrid: MEC.

4 Educational Policy in Spain: Between Political Bias and International Evidence

http://redie.uabc.mx/vol5no1/contenido-digon.html
http://www.lemonde.fr/une-abonnes/article/1999/12/02/pierre-bourdieu-et-gunter-grass-la-tradition-d-ouvrir-sa-gueule_33212_3207.html
http://www.lemonde.fr/une-abonnes/article/1999/12/02/pierre-bourdieu-et-gunter-grass-la-tradition-d-ouvrir-sa-gueule_33212_3207.html
http://www.lemonde.fr/une-abonnes/article/1999/12/02/pierre-bourdieu-et-gunter-grass-la-tradition-d-ouvrir-sa-gueule_33212_3207.html


78

Ministerio de Educación, Cultura y Deporte. (2012a). Anteproyecto de Ley Orgánica para la 
Mejora de la Calidad Educativa. Retrieved May 3, 2016, from  http://www.stecyl.es/borralex/
LOMCE/Anteproyecto_LOMCE_septiembre2012.pdf

Ministerio de Educación, Cultura y Deporte. (2012b). El Ministro de Educación, Cultura y 
Deporte presenta al Consejo de Ministros el Anteproyecto de Ley Orgánica para la Mejora de 
la Calidad Educativa. Retrieved April 25, 2016, from http://www.mecd.gob.es/prensa-mecd/
en/actualidad/2012/09/20120921-consejo-ministros.html

Ministerio de Educación, Política Social y Deporte. (2008). PISA 2003. Matemáticas. Informe 
español. Madrid: MEPSYD.

Pedró, F. (2012). Deconstruyendo los puentes de PISA: del análisis de resultados a la prescripción 
política. Revista Española de Educación Comparada, 19, 139–172.

Pereira, D., Perales, M. J., & Bakieva, M. (2016). Análisis de tendencias en las investigaciones 
realizadas a partir de los datos del Proyecto PISA. Relieve, 22(1), 1–18.

Pereyra, M.A., & Kotthoff, H.G. (2009). La experiencia de PISA en Alemania: recepción, refor-
mas recientes y reflexiones sobre un sistema educativo en cambio. Profesorado. Revista de 
Currículum y Formación del Profesorado, 13(2), 6–224.

Pereyra, M.A., Kotthoff, H.G., Cowen, R. (2013). PISA a examen: Cambiando el conocimiento, 
cambiando las pruebas y cambiando las escuelas. Profesorado. Revista de Currículum y 
Formación del Profesorado, 17(2), 6–224.

Sáenz, C. (2007). La competencia matemática (en el sentido de PISA) de los futuros maestros. 
Enseñanza de las Ciencias. Revista de Investigación y experiencias Didácticas, 25(3), 355–366.

Salmerón, N. (1878). Prólogo. In H.  Giner (Ed.), Filosofía y Arte (pp. VII–XXXV). Madrid: 
Imprenta de M. Minuesa.

Serrano, M. A., Vidal-Abarca, E., & Ferrer, A. (eprint). Decisiones estratégicas de lectura y ren-
dimiento en tareas de competencia lectora similares a PISA. Educación XXI. doi:http://dx.doi.
org/10.5944/educxx1.12076. Retrieved October 24, 2016, from http://revistas.uned.es/index.
php/educacionXX1/article/view/12076/13471

UNESCO. (2015). Rethinking education. Towards a global common good? París: UNESCO.
Van Zanten, A. (2008). Reflexividad y elección de la escuela por los padres de la clase media en 

Francia. In M. I. Jociles & A. Franzé (Eds.), Es la escuela el problema? Perspectivas socio- 
antropológicas de etnografía y educación (pp. 307–331). Madrid: Trotta.

Vélaz, C. (2006). Programa para la Evaluación Internacional de los Alumnos. Revista de Educación, 
special issue, 13–542.

G. Jover et al.

http://www.stecyl.es/borralex/LOMCE/Anteproyecto_LOMCE_septiembre2012.pdf
http://www.stecyl.es/borralex/LOMCE/Anteproyecto_LOMCE_septiembre2012.pdf
http://www.mecd.gob.es/prensa-mecd/en/actualidad/2012/09/20120921-consejo-ministros.html
http://www.mecd.gob.es/prensa-mecd/en/actualidad/2012/09/20120921-consejo-ministros.html
http://dx.doi.org/10.5944/educxx1.12076
http://dx.doi.org/10.5944/educxx1.12076
http://revistas.uned.es/index.php/educacionXX1/article/view/12076/13471
http://revistas.uned.es/index.php/educacionXX1/article/view/12076/13471


79© Springer International Publishing AG 2017 
M.Y. Eryaman, B. Schneider (eds.), Evidence and Public Good in Educational 
Policy, Research and Practice, Educational Governance Research 6, 
DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-58850-6_5

Chapter 5
Defining How We Get from Research 
to Practice: A Model Framework for Schools

Elizabeth Farley-Ripple, Allison E. Karpyn, Kalyn McDonough, 
and Katherine Tilley

Abstract In this chapter, the authors argue that stronger connections between 
research and practice in education are inherently a public good. The authors discuss 
recent efforts by the US Government to encourage production of better education 
research, and more effective application of this research to practice. The current 
educational policy climate, generated in large part by the 2001 passage of No Child 
Left Behind and reiterated through reauthorization in the Every Student Succeeds 
Act, places immense pressure on schools and districts to use evidence to inform 
their decisions regarding student learning. However, due to the complexity of these 
decisions, such mandates have often fallen short in ensuring that evidence is incor-
porated. The chapter establishes the context of national education policy regarding 
research evidence use and explores recent efforts which seek to better understand 
and motivate the use of research in schools to inform the public good. As this dis-
cussion reveals problematic assumptions and solutions, the authors propose a bi- 
directional model for understanding the relationship between research and practice, 
and highlight current efforts that support use of research evidence in schools and 
districts.

 Introduction to the Issue

In this chapter, we argue that stronger connections between research and practice 
are inherently a public good. Recent efforts by the US government have sought to 
better understand how to generate better research and better application of that 
research to practice. The current educational policy climate, generated in large part 
by the 2001 passage of No Child Left Behind and reiterated through reauthorization 
in the Every Student Succeeds Act, places immense pressure on schools and dis-
tricts to use evidence to inform their decisions regarding student learning. However, 
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30 years of research (Short 1970) on knowledge utilization, organizational decision- 
making, and evidence-based decision-making in education suggests that incorporat-
ing evidence is almost certainly not as simple as merely mandating that it be done 
(Farley-Ripple 2012). Our purpose in this chapter is to establish the context of 
national education policy regarding research evidence use and to explore recent 
efforts which seek to better understand and motivate the use of research in schools 
to inform the public good. As this discussion reveals problematic assumptions and 
solutions, we describe a proposed bi-directional model for understanding the rela-
tionship between research and practice, and highlight current efforts that support 
use of research evidence in schools and districts.

 Creating an Accountable U.S. Educational System

Modern efforts to revitalize the US education system are often traced to the early 
1980’s when the United States Department of Education undertook a critical exami-
nation of the practice of public education (U.S. Department of Education 1983). 
Based on perceptions that the U.S. system was inferior to those of other industrial-
ized nations, a landmark report, A Nation At Risk, articulated 38 recommendations 
in the areas of content, standards and expectations, time, teaching, leadership and 
fiscal support. In response to the report, issued by the Commission on Excellence in 
Education, a tidal wave of reform efforts took hold at national and local levels across 
the country. Reforms generally focused on the need for “rigorous and measurable 
standards” and kick-started a standards and accountability movement that has con-
tinued to build momentum for decades.

Under the leadership of President Bill Clinton, the emphasis on accountability 
and standards continued to get support including additional funding and require-
ments to develop state standards for academic-content and tests. Efforts were for-
mally established with the passing of the Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994 
and the Goals 2000: Educate America Act. Nearly 10 years later, No Child Left 
Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB), which passed with overwhelming bipartisan support in 
Congress, expanded testing efforts and more clearly tied penalties to poor test per-
formance (Brenchley 2011). Again, the policy was fueled by an interest in maintain-
ing U.S. competitiveness (Hess and Rotherham 2007). Further, the policy recognized 
achievement gaps between poor and minority students and their more advantaged 
peers, and sought to raise the bar on educational opportunities provided to all chil-
dren nationwide.

As federal policy began to emphasize school standards and accountability, there 
were parallel efforts to ramp up education research and a renewed emphasis on 
bridging the gap between research-based knowledge and school practice (Biddle 
and Saha 2006; Blake and Ottoson 2009; Broekkamp and van Hout-Wolters 2007; 
Honig and Coburn 2008; Ottoson 2009; Wong and Mid-Atlantic Lab for Student 
Success 1998). NCLB specified new expectations for what constituted research 
knowledge, effectively stipulating the level of rigor of the research designs from 
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which the evidence was derived. NCLB legislation went so far as to include in its 
definition of scientifically-based research “a preference for random-assignment 
experiments” in impact evaluations of programs or policies (NCLB 2001). Not long 
afterwards, Education Sciences Reform Act of 2002 (ESRA) established the Institute 
of Education Sciences (IES), which prioritized funding for randomized experiments 
(Viadero 2004). The U.S. Department of Education established explicit expecta-
tions for the role of research in informing decisions about education programs, poli-
cies, and practices through NCLB and reinforced by ESRA. For example, NCLB 
required that all federally-funded education programs, including out-of-school time 
programs, had to be based on research studies that met specific scientific 
standards.

According to NCLB, these scientific standards consist of:

 1. Use of the scientific method with an emphasis on experimental control (or com-
parison) groups;

 2. Replication of results, using multiple studies by different investigator;
 3. Ability to generalize results from one sample to other children in the general 

population;
 4. Fulfillment of rigorous standards with an emphasis on peer review; and conver-

gence (or consistency) of results between studies (NCLB 2001).

“The primary goal of scientifically based research (SBR) is to ensure that pro-
grams for children are based on methods that have been proven effective and are 
therefore more likely to benefit other children, with a corollary goal of increasing 
the overall quality of education research” (Bouffard 2003). As a result of these poli-
cies, the landscape of education research, for the purpose of bettering the education 
system in the United States, began to change drastically.

The Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015 (ESSA) replaced NCLB as the most 
current reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, and shifted 
to the states more flexibility and accountability to implement educational evalua-
tions. The legislation continues to emphasize the need for “evidence-based” pro-
grams, which is defined as “activity, strategy, or intervention that shows a statistically 
significant effect on improving student outcomes or other relevant outcomes” 
(ESSA 2015). But unlike NCLB, ESSA uses a tiered system to order the rigor of the 
research. The tiers span from: (1) randomized experiments, to (2) quasi- experiments, 
to (3) correlational studies, and finally to (4) strong theories “likely to improve stu-
dent outcomes” (ESSA 2015). Additionally, ESSA returns the power to states, from 
the federal government, in determining the quality of evidence, and accountability 
now lies more clearly on the shoulders of schools and districts.
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 Research and Research Use as a Public Good

The policies we have just described, in many ways, attend to public education as a 
public good, and reflect Labaree’s (1997) values of both democratic equality and 
social efficiency. Labaree explains democratic equality as operationalized in prepar-
ing citizens, providing equal treatment, and offering equal access as a means of 
achieving the egalitarian goals of education. Labaree further explains social effi-
ciency in terms of stratification and vocationalism, and that education serves as a 
social mechanism for enhancing economic productivity. While sometimes conflict-
ing, both conceptualizations of education as a public good are evidenced in the 
political discourse leading to the aforementioned policies and in the policies them-
selves. However, we extend this argument a step further. Through explicit and 
increased emphasis on not only the production of high quality education research, 
but in the use of research to inform decision-making in the service of democratic 
equality and social efficiency, United States federal accountability policy promotes 
education research as a public good as well.

More than a decade into efforts to transform education research there are clear 
indications that the nature and rigor of the research produced today is quite different 
from that of 20 years ago (NBES 2008, 2015). Further, expectations for the use of 
this research in order to improve the educational attainment and well-being of chil-
dren and society have grown dramatically. When done well, research provides 
meaningful, actionable and equity-supporting strategies that result in improved edu-
cational outcomes which benefit both children and society. The public good is 
derived from both the use of tax-payer dollars to fund the research (e.g. through 
grants or direct funding of institutions) and in the application of strategies derived 
from research in public educational settings. We offer, by way of example, ways in 
which education research can and has served the public good.

Reading for example is one area where the field’s knowledge of how and when 
to teach students has grown enormously in the past 15 years. Nationally, Reading 
Recovery, a short-term early intervention approach designed to help the lowest 
achieving readers in first grade to advance their proficiency to match that of their 
peers, resulted in notable achievement gains across contexts and demographic cat-
egories (May et al. 2016). Further, the development of this program and its subse-
quent large scale evaluation were funded through the Institute for Education 
Sciences, a tax-payer funded institution.

Similarly, findings from a review of secondary administrative data revealed that 
students who are unable to read on grade level by grade 3 are far more likely to fail 
to graduate on time from high-school (Hernandez 2011). This new evidence shifted 
benchmarking for children nationally, generated new conversations about early 
intervention strategies, and resulted in widespread development of early warning 
systems that help to reach at-risk youth before they drop out.

A pivotal 2011 study, Breaking Schools’ Rules, examined school discipline as 
related to students’ success and juvenile justice involvement among one million 
Texas students and found the following: nearly six in ten public school students 
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were suspended or expelled at least once between their seventh- and eighth grade 
school years, African-American students and those with educational disabilities 
were disproportionately more likely to be removed from the classroom for disciplin-
ary reasons, and students who were suspended or expelled for a discretionary viola-
tion had a significantly higher likelihood of being in contact with the juvenile justice 
system (Fabelo et al. 2011). The discipline policies negatively impacted students’ 
lives far beyond the classroom, and disproportionately impacted groups of students 
who historically have faced discrimination, students of color and students with dis-
abilities. The study exposed the damaging effects of policies and practices that are 
not driven by data and research. These alarming findings ushered in a number of 
initiatives by federal agencies and private entities. The U.S. Department of Education 
and U.S. Department of Justice launched the Supportive School Discipline Initiative 
targeted at building consensus for action among a variety of stakeholders, investing 
in research and data collection needed to inform programs and policies, ensuring 
school policies align with the nation’s civil rights laws, and promoting knowledge 
around evidence-based practices on the topic. The initiative has ignited a nation-
wide movement on restorative justice (U.S. Department of Education 2011).

From the premise that education research is a public good, then a primary con-
cern is to ensure strong, enduring connections between research and practice. 
Though federal policy demands a significant role for research in educational 
decision- making, as Honig and Coburn (2008) note, there are implicit assumptions 
underlying federal efforts to bridge research and practice, including the presump-
tion that particular forms of evidence (e.g. “what works” research) are more appro-
priate than other forms, that the resources available to review and utilize research 
results are adequate, and that mechanisms are in place to stimulate research that is 
timely and relevant. Concerns for the underutilization of social science research in 
social policy have further resulted in studies that investigated the barriers to use in 
policymaking and local decision processes. The findings of these studies consis-
tently reveal weak ties between researchers and practitioners (Backer 1993; 
Broekkamp and van Hout-Wolters 2007; Davies and Nutley 2008; Landry et  al. 
2001), that the characteristics of research evidence may present challenges for 
uptake (March 1994; Hannaway 1989; Birkeland et al. 2005) and that the character-
istics of both educational organizations and decision-makers may constrain or sup-
port research use (see Farley-Ripple 2012 for a discussion).

Reflecting on the history of education research and policy, efforts of national 
legislation to influence research use in schools are based on a particular theory of 
action that may not accurately reflect decision-making in schools and districts. In 
order to fulfill the role of research as a public good, we need a framework for under-
standing and improving the relationship between research and practice. Our pur-
pose in this chapter is to offer one. We begin by exploring what we know about the 
use of research in education.
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 What Do We Know About Research Use in Schools?

We start with examining how research is used in schools. There are three forms of 
research use commonly examined in the literature: instrumental, conceptual, and 
symbolic/political.

Instrumental use describes a situation in which individuals are able to cite or 
document specific ways in which evidence was used in decision-making processes 
(Caplan 1979; Rich 1977). This form of use is consistent with guidance in U.S. 
accountability legislation and emphasizes the use of research evidence in program 
or intervention adoption decisions. Research does indeed find that this is an impor-
tant role for research. In Coburn and Talbert’s (2006) study, for example, research-
ers found four different types of goals for research use which included meeting 
accountability demands, informing program and policy decisions, monitoring stu-
dent progress to inform placement decisions, and monitoring student progress to 
inform instructional practices (Coburn and Talbert 2006). Examples are frequent in 
the literature and are reiterated in a recent report from the National Center for 
Research, Policy and Practice which found that instrumental use may be the most 
commonly reported type of research use, primarily involving designing professional 
development and directing resources to programs (Penuel et al. 2016).

Conceptual use refers to gradual shifts in decision-makers’ consciousness and 
an adaptation of their basic perspectives. This means that use can occur even if 
direct application of evidence does not because research can expand or challenge 
people’s understanding of issues and potential solutions. This ‘enlightenment’ func-
tion (Weiss and Bucuvalas 1980) of research “contributes to the policymaking pro-
cess indirectly and over time by shaping more general interpretations and 
understandings of issues and gradually altering the working assumptions and con-
cepts of policymakers” (Porter and Hicks 1997, p. 34). This form of use is not evi-
dent in current accountability policy, but is an important way in which research may 
impact education policy and practice. Farley-Ripple (2012) noted that conceptual 
use of research played a significant role in three decisions made in response to 
growing accountability pressures, including the need to improve professional devel-
opment, the strategic planning process, and textbook adoption. In a recent blog, 
Farrell and Coburn (2016) elaborate on the power of conceptual use to introduce 
new ideas, broaden or narrow understanding, and to provide organizing frameworks 
for improvement efforts. These are notably not adoption decisions but represent 
important connections between research and practice.

Symbolic or political use of research refers to the manipulation of evidence in 
order to reach particular profit or power goals. Several studies provide examples of 
how district central office administrators used evidence to justify or corroborate 
opinions they have already formulated (Corcoran et  al. 2001; Hannaway 1989; 
Honig and Coburn 2008). Symbolic use also includes behavior in which users 
believe the perception of evidence-based decision-making is important, but are not 
engaging with or applying the evidence in meaningful ways (Knorr 1977; Feldman 
and March 1981). Though there is significant evidence of instrumental and 
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 conceptual use of research evidence in education, attention needs to be paid to polit-
ical and symbolic use as well. This may be particularly true under the current logic 
of federal accountability policies in which mandates and contingent funding are 
used to motivate research use.

In addition to how research is used, we also must understand what research is 
used. Federal accountability policy privileges a specific definition of scientifically- 
based research and has promoted it through significant investments, described ear-
lier. However, it is unclear whether there is shared understanding about what 
constitutes research evidence (Bransford et al. 2009) and studies have consistently 
identified a gap between what is privileged and what is actually used. Educators 
hold a variety of definitions of what counts as evidence, with research identifying 
formats ranging from empirical studies, to local evaluation reports, and to expert 
opinion to popular press (Coburn et al. 2009; Behrstock-Sheratt et al. 2011; Farley- 
Ripple 2012; Finnigan et al. 2013; Davies and Nutley 2008; Penuel et al. 2016). It 
is important to note that most of the literature on evidence use typically focuses on 
identifying what research educators consider, not necessarily all the information 
sources that might constitute evidence in decision-making, which include the broad 
range of data available to schools and districts, as well as what Kennedy (1982) calls 
“working knowledge,” described as the “array of beliefs, assumptions, interests, and 
experiences that influences the behavior of individuals at work” (p. 1–2).

Lastly, we must understand who uses research in educational decision-making. 
In the United States, districts and schools sit at the nexus of debates surrounding 
education research use. Much of the legislation that targets districts to utilize evi-
dence in their decision-making was brought about by the passage of NCLB; for 
example, several provisions state districts are responsible for the timely collection 
and reporting of massive amounts of demographic and achievement data, for iden-
tifying scientifically based research on program effectiveness to inform adoption of 
programs and practices, and for conducting and utilizing evaluations in decisions 
about program improvement and funding. This is reiterated under ESSA in which 
districts must present plans for improving persistently low-performing schools, and 
those plans must meet at least one of the tiers of evidence previously described. 
Furthermore, school district central offices play an important role in district change, 
influencing the everyday work of school level educators. For example, central 
offices may restructure instructional programs, professional development, school 
leadership structures, or relationships with the community (Corcoran et al. 2001; 
Hightower 2002; Massell and Goertz 2002). Further, district central offices are criti-
cal actors in the use of research in education decision-making, both as users of 
research in decisions about curricular and instructional reform (Farley-Ripple 2008, 
2012; Honig and Coburn 2008; Corcoran 2003; Penuel et al. 2016) and in support-
ing the role of research in school-based decisions (Finnegan et al. 2012; Honig and 
Venkatswaran, 2012). Accordingly, much of what we know about research use in 
the U.S. is focused on district central offices, though that literature remains sparse 
and in need of development, particularly in light of increasing expectations under 
accountability policy.
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In contrast to advancements in our knowledge about the ways in which research 
is used in districts, relatively little is known about school-based use of research and 
use of research by individual practitioners such as teachers or school-administrators 
in the United States, in contrast to other nations which have explored this issue more 
systematically (Hemsley-Brown and Sharp 2003; Dagenais et al. 2012; Biddle and 
Saha 2006). Schools and school-based administrators are not specifically targeted in 
current accountability policy, but may, in fact, be important to consider as users of 
research evidence as many decisions impacting teaching and learning are situated at 
the school level. In one of a handful of studies, Drill et al. (2012) examined teacher’s 
perspectives on education research and found that teachers occasionally review and 
apply education research, but under very specific circumstances. Teachers reported 
using peer-reviewed academic research when there was an immediate, pressing con-
cern, but only after consulting with other, more “efficient” resources. Additionally, 
teachers reported a wide range of skepticism around research, but this skepticism 
was reduced when the information came from trusted sources and/or the findings 
worked in their classroom (Drill et al. 2012). Other studies have focused on how 
school based educators talk about research (Nicholson-Goodman and Garman 
2007; Mirezky 2007), which suggest engagement with research in decision-making 
about practice but offer little insight into actual use.

Across districts and schools, use of research depends on a variety of factors, and 
knowledge use hinges on the intricacies of implementation at the local level. The 
complex nature of decision-making in education is well documented and under-
stood to be multi-faceted where technical, political, and educational challenges 
abound (Fuhrman and Elmore 2004; Honig et al. 2014). Decision-maker goals vary, 
and pressure from a variety of key stakeholders can result in the devaluation of 
research evidence and increased emphasis on other forms of evidence or opinion 
(Asen and Gurke 2014). Ultimately, this means that there is a large disconnect 
between the expectations of research use in schools from a policy standpoint, and 
the actual use of research in school decision-making.

A review of what we know about research use in schools, with particular atten-
tion to the who, what, and how, reveals that the assumptions reflected in policy 
attempts to bridge research and practice may be flawed. We recognize that the types 
of research privileged by policy are not necessarily prioritized by decision-makers, 
and that a focus on the instrumental role of research in educational decision-making 
substantially underestimates the extent to which research can and does serve the 
public good. Further, the literature suggests that educators at all levels of the sys-
tem – from teachers through central office administrators – are actors in decision- 
making and engage with research as part of their practice (Coburn et al. 2009; Daly 
et al. 2014; Farley-Ripple 2012; Finnigan et al. 2013; Hightower 2002; Honig and 
Coburn 2008; Honig and Venkateswaran 2012; Mac Iver and Farley 2003). This 
disconnect suggests that the top-down approach of improving the relationship 
between research and practice is not likely to be an effective one; research use can-
not be oversimplified as only a dissemination issue, nor a lack of practitioner con-
sumption. Rather, Lavis et  al. (2003) describes the challenge as developing a 
“decision-relevant culture” among researchers and a “research-attuned culture” 
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among decision-makers. Thus, we argue that the problem of the research-practice 
gap, and any proposed solution, is “bi-directional”.

 A Bidirectional Perspective on Research and Practice

Improving the role of research in educational decision-making requires a bi- 
directional approach, rather than isolated shifts in the production of research or 
mandated changes in decision-making. Our current line of research seeks to better 
understand what it would take to better align or couple the research and practice 
communities. To do so, we must better understand the disconnect between the com-
munities. We have adopted a comprehensive framework for rethinking research use 
in schools (Farley-Ripple, et al., under review), but attend here to some of the key 
areas in which a new model for research to practice ought to focus. We look to 
Dunn’s (1980) five types of assumptions that underlie the “gap” between research 
and policy, which he articulates as contingent on products, inquiry, problems, struc-
tures, and processes. As we seek to understand differences between research and 
practice communities in the education context of the twenty-first century, we inter-
pret these five categories, or gaps, as relating to assumptions and perspectives about: 
the usefulness of research products; the nature and quality of research; problems 
that research addresses; the structures, processes, and incentives surrounding 
research production and use; and the relationships between communities.

Usefulness of Research Products Building on the prior discussion of forms of 
research privileged by policy and those valued by practitioners, one critical gap that 
must be understood and addressed is differing assumptions about the usefulness of 
research products (Cousins and Simon 1996; Davidson and Nowicki 2012; Tseng 
and Nutley 2014). From the research community perspective, usefulness can be 
understood as the range of products produced, their intended audience, and how 
they are anticipated to be used. From the practitioner perspective, usefulness relates 
to frequently accessed resources and the preferences underlying those choices. The 
extent to which the products valued and produced by researchers intersect with 
those preferred by practitioners indicates the usefulness dimension of the gap.

Nature and Quality of Research This gap pertains to differences in how the two 
communities value different qualities of research, including issues related to inter-
nal and external validity as well as conclusiveness of findings. For example, the 
What Works Clearinghouse employs standards that place great weight on internal 
validity for drawing causal inference (i.e., randomized experiments). In contrast, 
school-based decision-makers often prefer evidence from organizations similar to 
their own, regardless of study design (Supovitz and Klein 2003; Corcoran et  al. 
2001; Finnegan et  al. 2012), which suggests greater weight on external validity. 
These preferences raise questions about how practitioners value research methods 
(Broekkamp and Hout-Walters 2007; Coburn and Talbert 2006) or, alternatively, 
they suggest limited capacity to critically interpret research (Supovitz and Klein 
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2003; West and Rhoton 1994; Reichardt 2000; Coburn and Talbert 2006). The extent 
to which researcher standards and practitioner preferences are similar or different is 
an indication of the nature/quality dimension of the gap.

Problems Addressed by Research This dimension of the gap suggests that there 
may be issues related to the relevance of research. From the research community 
perspective, this concern relates to decisions about what should be researched and 
to what degree research is able to address current problems of practice (Maynard 
2006). From the practitioner perspective, the characteristics of problems of practice, 
including both the issue (e.g. instructional, organizational) and the nature of the 
problem (e.g. identifying the range of potential solutions vs. choosing to adopt a 
specific solution) may influence the role of research in solving those problems 
(West and Rhoton 1994; Supovitz and Klein 2003; Hemsley-Brown 2009). The 
extent to which the evidence produced by the research community is timely and 
relevant to the problems confronting real schools is an indicator of this dimension 
of the gap.

Structure, Process, and Incentives This dimension of the gap is concerned with the 
context in which researchers and practitioners operate, what influences researchers 
to produce certain kinds of research, and what influences practitioners to use 
research or other evidence (Coburn and Turner 2012; Burkhardt and Schoenfeld 
2003; Landry et al. 2001). A range of conditions influence use, including organiza-
tional structure and culture (Coburn and Talbert 2006; Corcoran et al. 2001; Honig 
2003; Finnegan et al. 2012; Massel and Goertz 2012; Spillane 1998; Weiss 1995; 
West and Rhoton 1994). As contextual factors related to structures, processes, and 
incentives influence research use, it is important to understand when and to what 
degree these factors increase or reduce the gap between research and practice 
communities.

Relationships Between Communities Research use may be considered a function of 
the relationship between communities in the production of research and in educa-
tion decision- making (Huberman 1990; Landry et  al. 2001; Cousins and Simon 
1996; Backer 1986; Honig and Venkateswaran 2012; Lavis et al. 2003; Coburn and 
Stein 2010; Louis 1992). Lavis et al. (2003) categorizes relations as producer pushed 
(e.g. dissemination), user-pulled (e.g. active search by users), and exchange (e.g. 
interaction between users and producers during key processes). Wentworth, et al. 
(2016) showcase an example of a productive, institutionalized relationship between 
a school district (San Francisco Unified School District) and a university (Stanford 
University) that is working to bridge the gap between research and local practice.
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 What’s Next?

We started this chapter with a discussion of current educational policy and the evo-
lution of policy-driven efforts to unite research and practice  – a relationship we 
argued promotes the public good. The “top down approach,” currently embodied in 
federal efforts to improve the relationship between research and practice is logical 
on many levels. There have been large investments in the production of rigorous 
research on “what works” in schools, coupled with mandates and contingent fund-
ing mechanisms to hold districts and schools accountable for adopting evidence- 
based programs and interventions. Despite an intuitive appeal for such an approach, 
however, a significant body of education research reveals that the underlying 
assumptions are problematic and unlikely to meaningfully alter the role of research 
in decision-making. We argue the need to recognize the issue as bidirectional and 
offer a framework for understanding, and ultimately ameliorating, the gaps between 
research and practice communities.

So what is next for policy and practice in the United States? First, there needs to 
be significant investment in understanding research production and decision- making 
in schools. This investment has been realized in many ways by the recent investment 
in two knowledge utilization centers by the Institute for Education Sciences: the 
National Center for Research in Policy and Practice (NCRPP) and the Center for 
Research Use in Education (R4S). The goal of the Centers is to explore how and 
when practitioners use research evidence to make decisions, study the relationships 
between researchers and practitioners, and how existing education research can be 
made more relevant and useful to practitioners in state and local education agencies 
and individual schools (IES 2014). Additional support for the field has also come 
from the philanthropic community, notably the William T. Grant Foundation which 
as prioritized the role of research evidence in programs and policies affecting youth 
for almost a decade.

A second step forward is the investment in local and regional research partner-
ships, designed to improve the relevance and timeliness of research as well as 
engage practitioners in the process so that the results of research are useful to 
decision- makers. We note two advances on this point: Regional Education 
Laboratories (RELs) and the research practice partnership (RPP) movement.

RELs The U.S. Department of Education, in an effort to improve the translation of 
research evidence into schools nationally, launched a Regional Educational 
Laboratory (REL) program, sponsored by the Departments’ Institute of Education 
Sciences (IES). According to the USDE the stated mission is to “help states and 
districts systematically use data and analysis to answer important issues of policy 
and practice with the goal of improving student outcomes.” In effect, RELs are 
charged with producing and disseminating high quality, rigorous research. In 2012, 
the REL program launched a new effort to establish “alliances” – partnerships with 
state and local agencies across region  – to inform the approaches and research 
undertaken by the RELs but also serve as a mechanism to build capacity to ask and 
study important questions. With over 70 research alliances across the nation, RELs 
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have worked to produce research briefs on a myriad of topics including approaches 
to providing effective early education, best practices in identifying and retaining 
effective teachers and principals, how to adopt and implement rigorous standards 
and assessments, approaches to increase student readiness for college, and how to 
improve low-achieving schools. The approach represents a significant shift in effort 
and demonstrates recognition of the need for locally relevant research.

RPPs In the last 5 years, RPPs have proliferated across the U.S. Defined as “long- 
term collaborations, which are organized to investigate problems of practice and 
generate solutions for improving district outcomes” (Coburn et  al. 2013), these 
arrangements vary in format, scope, and purpose. The longest standing model for 
RPPs is the University of Chicago Consortium on School Research, established in 
1990. However, similar partnerships have emerged in Baltimore, Houston, San 
Francisco, and Philadelphia. Other partnerships utilize design-based research as a 
model for collaboration that advances both research and practice, such as the 
Middle-school Mathematics and the Institutional Setting of Teaching (MIST) 
housed at Vanderbilt University. While these represent larger efforts to partner with 
districts, dozens of smaller initiatives, including partnerships with smaller districts 
and even individual schools, are emerging in recognition of the need for researchers 
and practitioners to work more collaboratively throughout the research process. The 
success of these partnerships and the proliferation of this work nationwide rein-
forces the need for an alternative to top-down and dissemination focused efforts.

The third direction forward in shifting the relationship between research and 
practice are new models for translation and dissemination. Our prior discussion 
highlighted differences in how communities value particular products as well as the 
need for significant translation of research in order for findings to be useful to prac-
titioners. Though translation and dissemination do not truly reflect the bidirectional 
nature of the research-practice gap, those efforts that recognize the needs of the 
practitioner community are worth noting here.

One well-recognized mechanism for making rigorous research available is the 
What Works Clearinghouse (WWC), established by the Institute for Education 
Sciences in 2002 to review, critique, and synthesize evidence of impacts of educa-
tion interventions. Though initially criticized for excluding a good deal of available 
research due to its standards of evidence, at present, the clearinghouse currently 
includes several hundred intervention reports and practice guides based on reviews 
of more than 11,000 studies (IES 2016b). Further, management of the WWC has 
been responsive to critiques and to user needs, resulting in an evolving set of tools 
designed to make evidence readily available and useable to schools and practitio-
ners. For example, the WWC now has 19 practice guides that offer specific recom-
mendations for practice coupled with explanations about the level of evidence 
supporting those practices.

While the WWC is a notable effort, other strategies for translation have been 
adopted for particular content areas or policy issues. For example, another impor-
tant translational effort which to date has been limited to the school lunchroom, 
represents how novel and incentive-based (rather than punitive) efforts have been 
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used to improve use of strategies in the cafeteria known to support healthy selec-
tions by children (Hanks et al. 2013). Not unlike research done in the classroom or 
with school leaders, school health researchers examined efforts to incentivize chil-
dren to consume healthier offerings in the cafeteria. A variety of approaches were 
tested first in a laboratory setting, then translated to specific tactics which were later 
tested in community schools. Research dissemination efforts were translated into an 
aspirational list of “to do’s” yet presented in a way that allowed schools to feel 
rewarded with recognition rather than penalized.

Efforts to improve translation and dissemination fall not only with researchers, 
but with other organizations and individuals that serve to broker education research. 
For example, Penuel et  al. (2016) find professional associations to be the most 
reported source of research. Farley-Ripple and Jones (2015) also find that profes-
sional development providers may be important translators for moving research into 
practice. More extensive work on brokering has been done in other contexts, such 
as Canada and the United Kingdom, but the role of brokers in translation and dis-
semination is garnering attention in the U.S. context and is likely to be the focus of 
research and policy in the future.

 Conclusion

Recognizing the role research can and often does play in the public good, along 
with efforts to better connect research and practice have been on the policy agenda 
in the U.S. for more than a decade and half. Although the results of those efforts are 
not yet well documented, the need for alternative approaches to bridge the gap are 
widely recognized in research and practice. Our purpose has been to highlight that 
need and to identify some key issues worth considering through a bi-directional 
lens. Moving forward, we hope to better understand those persistent gaps and result-
ing knowledge to leverage changes in the relationship between the research and 
practice communities. The examples we offer suggest that meaningful change is 
underway, but that continued efforts on the part of researchers, policymakers, and 
practitioners are needed to ensure improved educational opportunities and outcomes 
for all students.
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 Introduction

The earliest record of the nationwide standardized testing dates back to 605AD dur-
ing the Sui Dynasty in ancient China, where hopeful candidates applying for gov-
ernment positions had to take the imperial examinations to test their knowledge of 
Confucian philosophy and poetry (see Bodde n.d.). This is in stark contrast from the 
ancient Western world, where examiners favored giving essays in line with tradi-
tions of Socratic methods or elenchus (Fletcher 2009). The aim was for candidates 
to ask and answer questions to stimulate critical thinking and to surface perspectives 
and underlying presumptions. The Chinese imperial examination system however 
attracted much attention and greatly inspired political theorists in the West (Kracke 
1957; Teng 1942–1943). In fact, many governments have since successfully imple-
mented systematic, open, and competitive examinations in their respective countries 
(Wu 1982). Today, determining individuals’ abilities through testing continues to be 
used in multiple different contexts (e.g., employment, and placement), most impor-
tantly in education. As school systems developed, testing began to be used in class-
rooms as a pedagogical tool. It helps teachers and instructors determine students’ 
learning progress on subjects taught, as well as to provide feedback on the extent of 
students’ understanding and learning difficulties, and also to indicate how effective 
their instruction has been. This in turn helps teachers modify their instruction to 
facilitate better student comprehension of what is being taught. This has been 
referred to as “formative evaluation” or sometimes as “assessment for learning”. In 
contrast, testing for the determination of students’ current ability status for purposes 
such as awards and promotions, is called “summative evaluation” or sometimes 
referred to as “assessment of learning”.

Regardless of the purpose of evaluation, testing remains a critical process by 
which measurement is made of student learning. Measurement necessarily involves 
comparisons of some properties of an object  – for example, length (i.e., shorter 
versus longer), height (i.e., lower versus higher), and ability (i.e., lower versus 
higher). Such comparisons must be made objectively and this can only be achieved 
if a common yardstick (or scale) is used for the variable being measured. Objectivity, 
in turn, requires linear scales to be used in the measurement process. The questions 
confronting educators on the accuracy and objectivity of testing used in schools 
thus include:

 1. Are teachers using linear scales in measuring their students’ ability in the subjects 
they teach and making interpretations of student performance accordingly?

 2. What are their current measurement practices and how do they perceive the 
accuracy of such measurement?

 3. What does research evidence show regarding the accuracy of teacher interpreta-
tions of students’ test performance?

The purpose of this chapter is to address the above questions by examining data 
collected from Grade 5 students’ performances in Mathematics and English 
Language in 28 primary (or elementary) schools in Singapore. It will provide a 
discussion on the assessment practices of a sample of teachers in these schools, 
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and contrast the findings with accepted theoretical concepts of the measurement 
tools required for valid assessments. This will serve as part of the research inputs 
used by the Ministry of Education (MOE) in the overall changes that it makes for 
continuous improvement of the education system. The Singapore education system 
provides an excellent basis for such a study as it is built on the ideology of meritoc-
racy that places great emphasis on academic performance of students for social 
mobility. Students’ academic grades are considered as ‘objective’ measures of their 
abilities, regardless of social backgrounds. The MOE has in fact put in place mecha-
nisms to help level up academically weaker students. The race toward excellence 
based on meritocratic educational achievements provides students and all other 
players in the education system, equal opportunities to succeed in life and in the 
long run, to create a just society (Heng 2015). It is in this context that this chapter 
describes the contributions to justice and equality as a public good by the Singapore 
education system, through the use of proper measurement systems, to obtain more 
accurate and therefore more meaningful comparisons of students’ performance and 
growth. An objective view of student growth or the lack of it, provides the students, 
their teachers and their parents with a better understanding of the subsequent steps 
to take. At this point, it would be useful to provide a brief description on the devel-
opment of education in Singapore and current assessment practices so as to contex-
tualize our discussion on the findings of the study.

 A Brief Background on the Development of Education 
in Singapore

Since its independence, the development of Singapore has been described in three 
main phases (i.e., the “survival-driven phase” from 1959 to 1978, “efficiency-driven 
phase” from 1979 to 1996, and “ability-based and aspiration-driven phase” from 
1997 onward) (OECD 2010; Mourshed et al. 2010). This development was holistic 
in nature with every segment of government developing in tandem, and included 
the system of governance, the economy, and the education system (Goh and 
Gopinathan 2006).

During the survival-driven phase, student attrition was high with only a little 
more than half of students in primary (or elementary) schools moving on to second-
ary or high schools, and again with less than half of students graduating from sec-
ondary schools with what was considered as good grades in the Ordinary-level 
end-of-secondary school examinations. During the efficiency-driven phase, the 
education system made major efforts to improve graduation rates. The path taken 
by students was no longer common for all. They were instead ‘channeled’ into the 
(i) academic stream, (ii) polytechnic stream or (iii) technical education stream. 
Within this phase alone, Singapore became the top performer in Trends in 
Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS). In 2009 and 2012, Singapore was ranked 
second in the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA). These achieve-
ments have led many observers to conclude that Singapore has a top-performing 
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education system (OECD 2011). In the ability-based and aspiration-driven phase, 
the education system introduced the concept of “Thinking Schools, Learning 
Nation” (TSLN), one of the aims being to develop thinking skills among students. 
According to the then Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong, “our Ministry of Education 
is undertaking a fundamental review of its curriculum and assessment system to see 
how we can better develop the creative thinking skills and learning skills required 
for the future” (Goh 1997). Building on the policy of TSLN, Prime Minister Lee 
Hsien Loong introduced the “Teach Less, Learn More” (TLLM) initiative in 2005. 
The idea of TLLM was for teachers to be more creative and innovative in their 
teaching through which they will arouse interest in their students, sufficient for them 
to crave for more learning, and will proceed to do their own search for information 
and knowledge for which schools are to create what is referred to as “white space”. 
Students will begin to take responsibility for their own learning and will reflect, 
analyze, make references to understand what they have learnt during the class ses-
sions, and they need time to do this. This is in sharp contrast to teachers having to 
“complete the syllabus” irrespective of whether or not students have really learnt at 
the various stages. Following TLLM, the MOE introduced other initiatives and edu-
cational policies (e.g., reduction of content from syllabuses across the primary, sec-
ondary and pre-university levels; de-emphasis of rote learning; and introduction of 
discretionary admissions at lower primary, and tertiary levels) to promote holistic 
learning and development (e.g., creative and critical thinking; and the use of infor-
mation technology and innovative pedagogies) (Heng 2013).

 Assessment in Singapore Schools

Through the phases of development of education in Singapore, invariably the sys-
tem of assessment has to change alongside the other changes that were taking place. 
During the survival-driven phase, assessment in schools gave greater emphasis on 
content knowledge. The nature of test questions was more on recall and the assess-
ment system was not so well organized. Assessment did not appear to be for forma-
tive or diagnostic purposes but more of being a task to be completed and to have a 
summative understanding of student status on each subject. During the efficiency- 
driven phase where streaming of students was introduced, the school assessment 
system appeared to be more established. School-based tests were of two major types 
administered to students in a regular fashion – (i) formative assessment [or Continual 
Assessment (CA)] which teachers administer to students as and when they see fit 
during the teaching and learning process, and (ii) summative assessment [or 
Semestral Assessment (SA)] which are administered to students at the end of each 
semester. Singapore schools run for two semesters in a year, each semester being 
about 22 weeks. In addition to these tests, teachers may give their own short quizzes 
to check on students’ short-term progress. Teachers used the SA results summa-
tively to assess content mastery although students with poor performance will be 
given remedial lessons but without the identification of specific individual problems 
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in those subject areas. The remedial lessons were of the “one size fits all” type. 
During the ability-driven phase, there was greater emphasis given to thinking skills, 
and assessment items began to shift so as to be able to indicate levels of thinking 
skills students have developed. In addition, other skills such as team work were 
inculcated in students, and for this, project planning was given emphasis. For the 
development of collaborative work, the assessment was through project work that 
students had to carry out in teams.

At the end of primary education, Primary 6 (or Grade 6) students will sit for the 
Primary School Leaving Examination (a National achievement examination) – the 
results of which will determine which stream the students will be admitted into in 
secondary schools the following year. There are currently three streams for students 
in secondary school. One is the Express stream where students will take only 4 
years to complete. Each student would typically be following between seven to 
eight subjects and at the end of the 4 years, will be sitting for the General Certificate 
of Education Ordinary Level (GCE “O” Level). Second is the Normal Academic 
stream where students will take 5 years to complete secondary school studying gen-
erally the same subjects as for the express stream but with a lower treatment. The 
examination they sit for at the end of 5 years require between five to eight subjects 
for them to qualify for the General Certificate of Education Normal Academic Level 
(GCE “N” Level). The third stream is the Normal Technical stream where, in addi-
tion to basic Science, Mathematics and the Humanities subjects, students also fol-
low technical courses such as in computer networking, electrical technology and 
applications and mobile robotics. These students will sit for General Certificate of 
Education Normal Level examination (GCE “N” Level), typically offering between 
five and seven subjects (see MOE 2016). The students can also choose, subject to 
their achievement grades, to enroll in the International Baccalaureate (IB) program 
or the Integrated Program (IP) offered by some secondary schools.

 The Research

This study was conducted in 2015 over 5 months, and focuses on assessment prac-
tices in Singapore classrooms. It involved a total of 1,888 students, 88 English 
Language teachers and 93 Mathematics teachers from 28 primary schools in 
Singapore. The breakdown of students in terms of gender is shown in Table 6.1.

Table 6.1 Number and gender of students in the study

Frequency Percent Valid percent Cumulative percent

Valid Female 862 45.7 50.2 50.2
Male 856 45.3 49.8 100.0
Total 1718 91.0 100.0

Missing System 170 9.0
Total 1888 100.0
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The teachers carried on with their normal lessons in English Language and 
Mathematics. The students were then tested at intervals of 2 months, using a total of 
three tests, Test 1, Test 2 and Test 3, for each of the two subjects. The English 
Language and Mathematics test items were developed by senior curriculum special-
ist from MOE academies – that is, the Academy of Singapore Teachers (AST) and 
the English Language Institute of Singapore (ELiS) respectively. Test 1 was admin-
istered in July, Test 2 in September and Test 3 in November. This enabled observa-
tions of growth after each two-month interval. The items within the three 
Mathematics tests and those within the three English Language tests were such that 
there were common (overlapping) items between them, deliberately made for the 
purpose of equating each set of three tests. The common items are shown in Table 6.2 
and Fig. 6.1. This process of equating is called the “common items” approach in 
which the three sets of data from the three tests were arranged into a single large 
matrix of persons by items, with the common items aligned in their respective col-
umns in the data set. In this way, the three tests are equated in a single step calibra-
tion process (see Chong and Popp 2005; Lee 2003). Likewise, the three English 
Language tests were equated using the same approach.

The study also determined the teachers’ practices on assessment in their schools 
and they responded to questions as subjects in the study. They then collaborate with 
the researchers in administration of tests, continuing with their normal lessons, 
and subsequently follow the researchers’ explanations on how the analyses will be 
done and why. When analyses are completed and interpretations made, they were 
 presented to the educators of the participating 28 primary schools for them to under-
stand the approaches and why they are more accurate in measurement of students’ 
cognitive ability compared to scoring them using the traditional approach of 
“number correct” system.

Table 6.2 Item numbers of overlapping items for Tests 1–3

Test
No. of 
items Item numbers

Overlapping items
Tests 1 and 2 Tests 2 and 3 Tests 1 and 3

Math 
(1)

20 1–20 3, 4, 9, 13, 17, 
18, 19, 20

19

Math 
(2)

20 3, 4, 9, 13, 17–32 3, 4, 9, 13, 17, 
18, 19, 20

19, 21 23, 25, 
26, 27, 29, 31

Math 
(3)

20 19, 21, 23, 25–27, 
29, 31, 33–44

19, 21 23, 25, 
26, 27, 29, 31

19

Eng (1) 20 1–20 1, 3 5, 6, 8, 10, 
13, 16,

3, 10, 13

Eng (2) 20 1, 3, 5, 6, 8, 10, 13, 
16, 21–32

1, 3 5, 6, 8, 10, 
13, 16,

3, 10, 13, 21, 
23, 25, 26, 27

Eng (3) 20 3, 10, 13, 21, 23, 25, 
26, 27, 33–44

3, 10, 13, 21, 
23, 25, 26, 27

3, 10, 13
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 The Research Evidence: Summary of Findings

In general, teachers were found to be using the classical theory in their analysis of 
test data and making interpretations from these analyses. The idea of this study is to 
show how the use of Rasch linearized measures instead of raw scores can provide 
more accurate comparisons and hence better understanding of student performance. 
This includes both comparisons between individual students in a single test admin-
istration as well as between two different time points for the same student.

 The Concept of Measurement

Measurement of any variable whether in the physical sciences or social sciences, 
should have the same conceptual meaning. Fundamentally, they all require the 
establishment and use of a linear scale – such as those of height and weight in phys-
ics, as described by Campbell (1920) (c.f., Wright 1997; Luce and Tukey 1964; 
Andrich 1988). As opposed to fundamental measurement, a derived measure such 
as volume, is defined as the product of three ‘lengths’ (i.e., length, width and height), 
while density is defined as the amount of mass per unit volume. The same 
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Fig. 6.1 Overlapping items for three mathematics tests and three English language tests. (a) The 
three math tests overlapping items. (b) The three English language tests overlapping items

6 Assessing Students’ Growth in Mathematics and English Language in Singapore…



104

fundamental measurement principles would be required to measure variables in the 
social sciences and in psychology, such as “perceptions of leadership skills”, “atti-
tude towards mathematics”, and “commitment to achieve”. The idea and concept of 
measurement should not be different but of course the measurement of different 
variables would require the establishment of different measuring instruments and 
scales, requiring the use of a different process in its construction and calibration. It 
is worth noting that the concept of measurement is and should be the same in any 
field. What differs is the process or method of the measuring. Objective measure-
ment enables the same measure of a given property of an object to be obtained, 
independent of which specific instrument is used to measure that variable. Likewise, 
it is desirable to measure a student’s Mathematics ability at a given time point and 
obtaining the same results (within measurement errors) independent of which spe-
cific math test is used to measure it. This will enable objective comparisons of 
Mathematics ability levels to be made between students. Rasch (1966) describes his 
model as having this particular characteristic, a property he termed as “specific 
objectivity”. This term is further elaborated in Perline et  al. (1979). The Rasch 
model and how it is used for the calibration of test items and the measurement of 
ability, is detailed in Wright and Stone (1979). While the concept of measurement 
may be clarified, the practice of “measurement” particularly in schools (where 
teachers often need to determine changes in students’ abilities in the subject or sub-
jects they teach), is still based on the classical theory approach. Perhaps, this prefer-
ence for the use of raw scores may be driven by the (i) need for simplicity, or (ii) 
lack of sufficient understanding of measurement principles and failure to recognize 
the flaws of such practices. Educators in schools must not only be cognizant of the 
measurement principles but also interpretation of the results, to better inform how 
their students’ are learning and the effectiveness of their own teaching practices and 
pedagogies.

 The Scale

Teachers are constantly measuring their students’ learning progress and achieve-
ment using tests but they are not necessarily constructing the proper scaling for such 
measurement. A linear scale is one in which one unit on any part of the scale repre-
sents the same ‘amount’ of the variable being measured. This is not true of raw 
scores, as may be seen by the fact that if a student with a raw score of say, 55 % 
requires to put in an effort (increase in his or her ability) by say, ‘b’ units to score an 
additional 5 %, a student with a higher score of say, 85 % will need to put in an 
effort of more than ‘b’ to gain the additional 5% (see Fig. 6.2).

Besides the non-linearity issue, the meaning of how ‘good’ or ‘how smart’ a 
student is when he or she scores say, 100 % is not really clear. Was it because the 
student was smart to score a 100 % or was it because the test was too easy? 
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Wright (1967) remarked in a humorous way during his presentation at an invita-
tional conference on testing problems, that “sometimes we prayed for easier tests to 
make us smarter” (p. 85).

 Problem with Ignoring the Non-linearity of Test Scores

Almost every teacher in this study used raw scores (mainly in the form of “percent 
correct”) to interpret and report on student performance as well as student growth in 
the respective subject areas. The findings also show that the teachers do what they 
do due to several reasons, some of which would appear to be logical assumptions for 
them to make, although erroneous. The fact that raw scores are not linear is not 
intuitive. The idea that a score of 60 % is 5 % more than 55 % is not different from 
a score of 95 % being 5 % more than 90 % may lead them to conclude that both 
additional “five percent” represent equal student effort.

The ‘ogive’ relationship between scores and student ability may easily be seen 
when considering the ‘floor and ceiling’ effects of the score ‘scale’ as depicted by 
Fig. 6.2a. When tests are scored ranging from a minimum of 0 % and a maximum 
of 100 % these become the natural ‘floor and ceiling’ of the test scores range. Hence 
no matter how much more able a student is beyond the test items’ difficulty levels 
given by the teacher, the student’s ability level is indeterminate when he or she 
scores 100 %. Likewise, a student who scores 0 % has an indeterminate weak ability 
level. In Fig. 6.2a, for a student at point ‘A’ to increase his or her score by ‘y’ points, 
he or she needs to put in an effort (additional ability) of x1 while a student who is 
already at point ‘B’ needs to put in an effort of x2 which is clearly much larger than 
x1, in order to increase his or her score by the same amount of ‘y’ points. This fact 
is often missed due to the automatic assumption of teachers that the relationship 
between scores and ability levels is linear like that shown in Fig. 6.2b, resulting in 
the interpretation that x2 is equal to x1.

(a) How Raw Scores Increase with Student Ability (b) Perceived Relationship Between Raw Scores and 
Student Ability
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Fig. 6.2 Actual and perceived relationships between raw scores and student ability. (a) How raw 
scores increase with student ability. (b) Perceived relationship between raw scores and student 
ability
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Every teacher in the research sample compared students’ performances on differ-
ent tests at different time points by comparing the magnitude of the test scores on 
those tests, where ‘more is better’. It is very clear that the different tests given at 
different time points were assumed to be on the same difficulty scale. This misses 
the fact that the same score obtained on a harder test actually reflects a higher ability 
compared to that score on an easier test. The important implication here is that the 
tests given at the different time points should first be equated on to a common scale 
before such interpretations can be made legitimately. Equating tests enables each 
test item to be calibrated on a common difficulty scale so that all item difficulty 
levels are known quantities within their standard errors of measurement, and the 
relative difficulties between items are known.

Rasch analysis centers the zero point of the scale on the mean of the item calibra-
tions. This means all test item difficulties start at the same “zero point”. If this is not 
done, the three Mathematics tests will be on different scales and the same score on 
each of the tests would be on scales that start at different zero points. This is a com-
mon error and was made by all teachers in this study. This problem of comparing 
scales with different zero points was pointed out by Thorndike (1919):

The influence of the zero point of a scale upon measurements made by that scale will alter 
the interpretation of, but not the method of making, measurements of things and conditions; 
But when things or conditions are COMPARED, that is, when measurements are made of 
difference, changes and relations, it is usually desirable to be able to use the “times as …” 
comparison. But such comparisons are subject to momentous misunderstandings unless the 
zero-point is absolute. One of the common fallacies in the mental sciences is to compare 
directly the amounts of measurements made from different zero points. Another is to use 
arbitrarily some point along the scale as if it were an absolute zero-point. (p. 17).

To illustrate the non-linearity of raw scores, we consider one of the outputs of the 
analysis which shows the students’ raw scores and their corresponding measures. 
The 1888 students were entered into the data set for the three tests, giving a total of 
1888 × 3 = 5664 ‘different’ persons. Note that this a legitimate way of entering the 
data because each student who has changed the status of his or her ability level at 
the different time points, is essentially a ‘different’ person in as far at that variable 
(Mathematics or English Language) is concerned. For the analysis, students with 
invalid data were omitted, leaving a total of total of 5373 measured persons. 
Table 6.3 shows an extraction of a number of students with scores from 1 to 19 with 
their corresponding measures. Consider pairs of students with total scores having 
differences of 3, starting with the total score of 2, namely, 2, 5, 8, 11, 14, and 17. 
The corresponding measures on a linear scale in logits are −3.20, −1.83, −0.95, 
−0.19, 0.60 and 1.67. The differences between pairs of measures are calculated and 
shown in Fig. 6.3. Clearly, the measure differences in logits for persons with extreme 
scores (2 and 19), are much more than the measure differences for persons closer to 
the average scores although their score differences are uniformly at the same value 
of 3 throughout the range.
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 Test Preparation

Like teachers in many education systems, the teachers in Singapore would usually 
plan their tests using a “table of specifications (TOS)” which is a test blueprint. 
Teachers recognize the usefulness of preparing a test blueprint, which includes the 
following:

 1. The ability to set test items according to certain assessment objectives of each 
test item, generally stated in the form “students will be able to demonstrate the 
level of understanding of the concept of …” or “students will be able to demon-
strate the ability to apply the concept of … to a different scenario”, thereby 
enhancing construct validity of the test.

ENTRY-ID TEST  SEX  SCORE COUNT  MEASURE  S.E. MNSQ ZSTD MNSQ ZSTD
1244      1    1 1   20   -4.07    1.09 1.34 0.70 3.87 1.50
1826      1    2 1   20   -4.07 1.09 1.23 0.50 0.89 0.60
542      1    1 2   20   -3.20 0.82 0.96 0.10 0.44 -0.20
810      1    1 2   20   -3.20    0.82 1.16 0.50 2.94 1.50
447      1    2 3   20   -2.63 0.70 1.07 0.30 1.32 0.60
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------
454      1    2 3   20   -2.63 0.70 0.62 -0.80 0.41 -0.60
1361      1    1 4   20   -2.19 0.63 0.79 -0.50 0.69 -0.30
1362      1    1 4   20   -2.19 0.63 1.33 0.90 5.36 3.50
1720      1    2 5   20   -1.83 0.58 1.49 1.40 4.30 3.60
1831      1    2 5   20   -1.83 0.58 1.48 1.40 4.35 3.60
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------
141      1    2 6   20   -1.51 0.55 0.75 -0.90 0.71 -0.50
159      1    1 6   20   -1.51 0.55 1.03 0.20 0.93 0.00
82 1    1 7   20   -1.22 0.53 1.29 1.20 2.56 2.90
239      1    2 7   20   -1.22 0.53 0.65 -1.60 0.54 -1.30
16      1    1 8   20   -0.95 0.51 1.07 0.40 0.95 0.00

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------
83      1    1 8   20   -0.95 0.51 1.03 0.20 0.96 0.00
70      1    2 9   20   -0.69    0.50 1.05 0.30 0.93 -0.10
73      1    1 9   20   -0.69 0.50 1.40 2.00 1.49 1.40
81      1    1 10   20   -0.44 0.50 1.24 1.30 1.16 0.60
91      1    1 10   20 -0.44 0.50 1.04 0.30 0.94 -0.10

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------
25      1    1 11   20 -0.19 0.50 0.95 -0.20 0.89 -0.20
67      1    1 11   20 -0.19    0.50 0.99 0.00 0.88 -0.30
11      1    1 12   20    0.06 0.51 0.81 -1.00 0.71 -0.70
17      1    1 12   20    0.06 0.51 1.13 0.80 1.02 0.20
39      1    1 13   20    0.32 0.52 1.35 1.60 2.12 2.10

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------
49      1    2 13   20    0.32 0.52 1.17 0.80 1.11 0.40
24      1    1 14   20    0.60 0.54 0.69 -1.30 0.55 -0.90
27      1    1 14   20    0.60 0.54 1.50 1.80 1.49 1.00
7      1 1 15   20    0.91 0.57 0.89 -0.30 0.73 -0.30
10      1    1 15   20    0.91 0.57 1.07 0.30 0.90 0.00

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------
6      1    1 16   20    1.26 0.61 0.76 -0.60 0.55 -0.50
20      1    1 16   20    1.26 0.61 0.79 -0.50 1.17 0.50
28      1    1 17   20    1.67 0.68 0.78 -0.40 0.55 -0.30
55      1    1 17   20    1.67 0.68 0.80 -0.40 0.59 -0.20
13      1    1 18   20    2.21 0.80 1.19 0.50 0.84 0.30
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------
15      1    1 18   20    2.21 0.80 0.67 -0.50 0.33 -0.30
8      1    1 19   20    3.04 1.07 0.62 -0.20 0.16 -0.10
31      1    1 19   20    3.04 1.07 1.21 0.50 1.17 0.70

Table 6.3 Segments of Math Person file in measure order for scores from 1 to 19
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 2. To enhance content validity of the test by ensuring a balance of the number of 
items by the proportion of emphasis on the different topics and subtopics as pro-
vided for by the syllabus, and the proportion of the number of items at each level 
of the taxonomy in the cognitive domain, namely, recall, comprehension, appli-
cation, analysis, synthesis and evaluation levels. At the primary and secondary 
school levels, teachers often test up to as high as the analysis level and some-
times even up to the synthesis and evaluation levels, depending on the subject 
being tested.

 3. In the event that the teacher who plans the test is unable to construct and set the 
test items, the task may be taken up by another teacher of the same subject by 
following the blueprint without deviating very much from what has been planned.

 Interpretation of Student Performance Using Raw Scores

Some teachers may not have heard of the Item Response Theory (IRT) of which the 
Rasch Model is a specific case with a single parameter. Teachers who are aware of 
Rasch analysis may also prefer to use raw scores and the classical theory for inter-
pretations of performance, due to its simplicity. There are generally three main 
shortcomings in these interpretations.

 (a) The comparisons made between students’ performances on a given test do not 
take into consideration the standard error of measurement (even in terms of raw 
scores).

Fig. 6.3 Comparing students’ Math measure differences for score difference of 3
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 (b) Secondly, two different tests used at different time points to measure students’ 
growth are not equated, and yet comparisons are still made between their raw 
scores at those two time points.

 (c) Thirdly, raw scores are interpreted as if they are values on a linear scale. This 
means that the same raw scores on the three different tests would be interpreted 
as reflecting the same ability levels and the same raw score intervals on the three 
different tests would be interpreted as reflecting the same ‘amount’ of ability.

Clearly, measurement interpretations can be challenging if not impossible, with-
out having a linear scale. Comparisons of students’ performances across different 
time points can also be problematic if each test is independent of each other with 
their relative difficulty levels unknown. These challenges faced by teachers are elab-
orated upon below, using observations of teachers’ practices from their perceptions 
of scales and test difficulty levels, and contrasting them with what theory says.

 The Concept of Standard Error of the Measurement

The standard error (s. e.) of a test may be understood by considering the idea of the 
‘observed score’, XO, of a student on that test, being made up of two components, 
namely, his ‘true score’ XT plus the ‘error score’, XE.

 X X XO T E= +  

which leads to the variance of the observed scores among all the students to be the 
sum of variances of the true scores and the error scores.

 s s sO T E
2 2 2= +  

Note that the closer the variance of observed scores to the variance of the true 
scores, the more reliable the test. Hence the test reliability r may be appropriately 
defined as the proportion of variance of observed scores that is represented by the 
variance of the true scores, that is,
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Rearranging and taking the square root, we have the standard error of measurement, 
sE given by:

 s s rE O= −1  

The test reliability may be estimated by using the Kuder-Richardson formula or 
by means of parallel tests or test-retest while sO is the observed standard deviation 
of the distribution of test scores. Hence the standard error of measurement of the test 
may be estimated. The standard error of measurement should not be confused with 
the standard error of the mean (which is in fact the standard deviation of a sampling 
distribution of sample means σ x ).

 Problem with Ignoring the Standard Error of Measurement

The usual practice of classroom teachers in ranking their students for various pur-
poses would be to use ‘the higher score is the better performance’, disregarding the 
standard error of measurement. If we take into account the standard error, each 
score is actually a range of scores for a given student. Two adjacent scores may 
overlap and the uncertainty results in the teacher being unable to tell which of the 
two adjacent scores is actually showing better performance. Consider two students, 
P and Q who scored 82 % and 86 % respectively. Teachers would normally con-
clude that Q performed better than P. Suppose the test has a standard error of 3 raw 
score points. Then the range of possible scores for each student would be as shown 
in Fig. 6.4.

Taking into account the standard error of measurement, P’s score may be any-
where from 79 % to 85 % while that of Q may be anywhere between 83 % and 
89 %. If P’s ‘true’ score is 84 % and Q’s ‘true’ score is 83 %, then P has performed 
better than Q. Since the ‘true’ score is always an unknown (as no measure can be 
constructed that provides a perfect reflection of the ‘true’ score), these two students 
should be considered to have performed equally well.

Fig. 6.4 Student scores in standard error range
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 Raw Scores on Different Tests

We have stated earlier that when tests are not equated, the same score on the differ-
ent tests will not represent the same ability level if the test difficulty levels are not 
the same. The problem of treating raw scores as being on a linear scale is further 
illustrated in Fig. 6.2. Consider an output of the analysis shown in Table 6.4 which 
shows extracted segments of persons with their scores and respective measures on 
the three tests. Persons marked A, B and C all scored 14 raw score points, but notice 
that their measures are 0.60, 1.39 and 1.41 logits respectively.

Rasch analysis also allows students to take tests of different lengths and would 
still determine their measures. Omitted items are not marked wrong but considered 
as not taken and hence the student has taken a shorter test. Consider the person 
marked P for Test 2 in Table 6.4 who also scored 14 raw score points but has omitted 
one item and the ‘count’ is 19 (responded to only 19 items). When compared to 
person B whose measures 1.39 logits, P measures 1.69 logits. These may not result 
in any excessive unfairness to students if the teacher’s intention is to make students 

ENTRY-ID TEST SEX MEASURE COUNT SCORE ERROR IN.MSQ IN.ZSTD OUT.MS OUT.ZSTD

41 1 1 0.60 20 14 0.54 1.16 0.71 2.03 1.74
42 1 2 1.64 19 16 0.68 0.87 -0.17 1.06 0.37
43 1 1 1.26 20 16 0.61 1.19 0.61 1.54 0.88
44 1 2 1.02 18 14 0.63 1.07 0.31 1.01 0.25
45 1 1 0.60 20 14 0.54 1.06 0.30 0.95 0.06
46 1 2 2.21 20 18  0.80 0.88 -0.04 1.44 0.73

2235 2 1 1.69 19 14 0.59 1.14 0.54 1.12 0.39
2236 2 1 0.80 20 12 0.53 0.91 -0.27 0.93 -0.11
2237 2 2 1.39 20 14 0.56 0.83 -0.54 0.77 -0.44
2238 2 2 0.80 20 12 0.53 0.93 -0.21 0.94 -0.10
2239 2 1 -1.12 20 5 0.56 0.88 -0.41 0.75 -0.28
2240 2 1 0.00 20 9 0.51 1.15 0.73 1.06 0.29
2241 2 2 2.09 20 16 0.63 0.51 -1.69 0.31 -1.27
2242 2 1 2.09 20 16 0.63 0.89 -0.22 0.55 -0.62

3680 3 2 2.15 20 16 0.66 0.97 0.07 1.18 0.48
3681 3 1 2.63 20 17 0.75 0.84 -0.15 0.71 -0.01
3682 3 1 1.41 20 14 0.57 1.13 0.54 1.17 0.48
3683 3 1 -0.53 20 7 0.53 1.26 1.08 1.64 0.95
3684 3 1 2.15 20 16 0.66 0.85 -0.28 0.55 -0.46
3685 3 1 2.15 20 16 0.66 0.77 -0.51 0.47 -0.63
3686 3 2 1.41 20 14 0.57 0.85 -0.50 0.77 -0.28
3687 3 1 3.31 20 18 0.91 0.60 -0.44 0.23 -0.37
3689 3 1 2.15 20 16 0.66 0.88 -0.18 0.61 -0.36
3690 3 2 2.15 20 16 0.66 0.60 -1.06 0.35 -0.92
3695 3 1 1.70 19 14 0.61 0.80 -0.57 0.94 0.12
3696 3 1 1.41 20 14 0.57 0.84 -0.52 0.78 -0.26
3697 3 1 2.15 20 16 0.66 0.74 -0.60 0.56 -0.44

.   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . .   .   .   .   .

.   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . .   .   .   .   .

.   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . .   .   .   .   .
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B

C

P

Table 6.4 Person scores and measures on three equated Math tests
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aware that they have room for improvement and to drive them towards excellence. 
However, it matters when such test performance comparisons are for purposes of 
selection or placement, or when the scores are on the borderline between the defined 
‘passing’ and ‘failing’ grades. Students finding themselves in ‘second’ place may 
not be in a position that is ‘truly second’ if the standard error of measurement is not 
taken into consideration. Likewise, students who are within a standard error of mea-
surement below the cut-off point for ‘passing’, need not have necessarily failed.

Before the use of IRT, the need for common scaling was already very much felt. 
In the classical theory of measurement, the need for comparability of performance 
on a common scale led to the use of norm groups. A test that has been constructed 
that is targeted at a certain level of students would be administered to a representa-
tive sample of the target population. The scores are distributed and normalized. 
From the normal distribution, the score cut-off points are determined for the various 
grades to be awarded, such as stanines, or other score-range descriptors (e.g., ‘below 
expected’, ‘average’, ‘good’, and ‘excellent). From this norm group, all future stu-
dents taking the same test (which is therefore standardized), will be given the same 
grades or descriptors for the same corresponding scores.

The problem with using norm groups is that the it can become outdated such as 
when the nature of students taking the test is no longer like that of the norm group 
or when the syllabus of the subject has been modified. In such cases, either a differ-
ent form of the test will have to be planned and constructed, or the same test will 
need to be re-normed. This has been noted by Angoff (1960):

Most of the test scales now in use derive their systems of units from data taken from actual 
test administrations, and thus are dependent on the performance of the groups tested. When 
so constructed, the scale has meaning only so long as the group is well defined and has 
meaning, and bears a resemblance in some fashion to the groups or individuals who later 
take the test for the particular purpose of selection, guidance or group evaluation. However, 
if it is found that the sampling for the development of a test has not been adequate, or that 
the group on which the test has been scaled has outlived its usefulness, possibly because of 
changes in the defined population or because of changes in educational emphases, then the 
scale itself comes into question. This is a serious matter. A test which is to have continued 
usefulness must have a scale which does not change with the times, which will permit 
acquaintance and familiarity with the system of units, and which will permit an accumula-
tion of data for historical comparisons. (p. 815).

 Perceptions and Practice of Test Equating

In a given year, all students in Singapore will be taking two summative tests which 
are school-based, one at the end of Semester 1 and the second at the end of Semester 
2. These are referred to as Semestral Assessments (SAs). A small percentage of the 
teachers of about 1–5 % (i.e., which we may not consider as significant) compare 
students’ performance between two tests through normalizing the score distribu-
tions of the two tests and determining their normalized standard scores. To illustrate 
this, let us suppose that 150 students were given a summative test of 25 items at the 
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end of the first semester (Test 1) and another 25-item summative test which is dif-
ferent from the first, at the end of the second semester (Test 2). Let us further sup-
pose that the distributions of scores for these two tests are as shown in Table 6.4. It 
is clear from Table 6.4 that there are larger numbers of students with higher scores 
on Test 1 while larger numbers of students obtained lower scores on Test 2. This 
means that relative to the students’ ability levels at the two time points, Test 2 is 
harder compared to Test 1. The distribution of scores on Test 1 is skewed to the left 
while the distribution of scores for Test 2 is skewed to the right. This is illustrated in 
Fig. 6.5 which also shows how ‘pushing’ the skewed curves into a unit normal curve 
each, enables the two distributions (and hence the relative positioning of the respec-
tive student scores) to be comparable.

To make the test scores comparable between the two tests, the standard score 
(z-score) for each possible score is first calculated. The standard score is then nor-
malized by looking up the equivalent z-score on the unit normal curve, for the per-
centile rank that corresponds to the percentile rank of that score on the respective 
test score distributions. These equivalent z-scores are called the normalized z-scores. 
These were calculated for all the possible scores on the tests, and entered into 
Table 6.5. Students’ performances are then compared by comparing their normal-
ized z-scores.

As an illustration, suppose a student scored 17 marks on Test 1 at the end of the 
first semester and 13 marks on Test 2 at the end of the second semester. Teachers 
using raw score interpretations will fail to consider the different difficulty levels of 
the two tests and may make remarks such as, student has ‘not shown improvement’ 
or ‘dropped in performance’. If the teacher goes one step further and calculates the 
student’s z-scores, the student has obtained a z-score of −0.46 on Test 1 and again 
−0.46 on Test 2. The teacher’s remark may have changed to student has ‘stayed at 
the same level of performance’. Now, if the teacher takes yet another step and nor-
malizes the z-scores, the student would have increased from a normalized z-score of 
−0.58 to −0.24. Now the teacher’s remark to the student should be ‘you have scored 
17 points on Test 1 and 13 points on Test 2. Good, you have shown improvement!’ 
This is a complete reversal of the conclusion the teacher arrives at by looking only 
at the raw scores.

Test 1
(Easy Test)

0 50 100

Test 2
(Hard Test)

0 50 100

Fig. 6.5 Example of distributions for easy and hard tests
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While this may appear to be a good way to proceed, there is still a problem due 
to the fact that the raw scores are still bounded in range, in this case, between the 
possible scores of ‘0’ (i.e., the minimum mark) and ‘25’ (i.e., the maximum mark). 
This gives rise to comparisons being made only between students within the group 
for both tests 1 and 2. The z-score of a given student depends on how other students 
who took the same test perform like in any norm-referenced test. Also, students at 
or close to the extreme scores (minimum and maximum), cannot be compared in 
terms of improvement (or otherwise) shown between the two tests.

 Conjoint Measurement: Item Difficulty and Student Ability

One of the key strengths in using Rasch analysis is it provides us with conjoint 
measurement (i.e., the investigation of the interaction between two attributes – stu-
dent ability and item difficulty). As stated by Perline et al. (1979), the Rasch model 
is a “practical realization of conjoint measurement” (p. 237). It essentially facili-
tates teachers to make diagnostic interpretations of issues that students may have 
with certain items which in turn facilitate remedial actions by teachers.

As an illustration, consider another output of the analysis which shows the rela-
tive positioning of items and persons according to their calibrations and measures. 
This is shown in Fig. 6.6 for both Mathematics and English Language. The map 
shows that the most difficult Mathematics item is Item 35 while the easiest is Item 
5, while the most difficult item for English Language is Item 40 and the English 
Language test items 4 and 12 are very easy items.

These maps are useful for a quick observation of the relative positioning. For 
actual calibrations of items and measures of persons, we may look at the respective 
item files and person files. Rasch model is a probabilistic model which uses the fact 
that if an item is at a difficulty level that is above a student’s ability level, then the 
probability of that student getting that item correct is less compared to the probabil-
ity of getting it right if the item difficulty is below the student’s ability. Of course 
this does not mean that it is guaranteed that students will answer wrongly all the 
items that are above their ability level and vice versa. It would however be surpris-
ing if a student answering incorrectly items that are way below his or her ability 
level, or answering correctly items that are way above his or her ability level. For 
items that are more difficult than a given student’s ability and for which the student 
has answered wrongly, the teacher can begin to investigate the difficulties that the 
student has, by starting with the items closer to the student’s ability and move on 
outwards to the more difficult items. This provides for efficiency in diagnostic pro-
cess. In Fig. 6.5 for example, suppose a student with ability level of 0.5 logits in 
Mathematics answered wrongly items 12, 40, 25, 27, 23 28, and 35 which are in 
ascending order of difficulty. It would make more sense for the teacher to investi-
gate the student’s problems with item 12 first followed by item 40, 25, and so on. 
These difficulties may range from the student being careless to having a complete 
misunderstanding of certain concepts.
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 Interpretation of Student Growth Through Test Equating

While classroom teachers generally do not have problems with test planning, their 
interpretations of student performance are often made without much attention to 
accuracy of “comparisons” between performances. The problems are when such 
interpretations are made without regard to the lack of scale linearity and changes in 
test difficulty levels given at different time points (Wright 1992, 1993a). A single- 
step equating of the tests using Rasch analysis will put the two tests onto a common 
scale, thus enabling proper comparisons of student ability measures and hence their 
performances across the different tests, and to check for growth. Rasch analysis 
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Fig. 6.6 Distribution maps of persons and items for Mathematics and English Language
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calibrates items irrespective of the students who took the test (i.e., items’ difficulty 
levels are determined independent of persons who took the test). Likewise, it also 
enables proper comparisons of person abilities independent of which test or test 
items they responded to. As noted earlier, Rasch (1966) referred to this characteris-
tic of his model as “specific objectivity”. Scale invariance is an important property 
of a measurement instrument such as the ruler for the measurement of length where 
1 inch on the ruler remains the same length irrespective of what object it is measur-
ing. If we calibrate a test item by using the proportion of persons who answered it 
wrongly as an expression of its difficulty, as is commonly used by teachers in this 
study, then we can be quite certain that the difficulty level will be different if the 
group of persons responding to that item is different. This will clearly result in the 
test being a fluctuating instrument of measure depending on what group of students 
it is measuring. Thurstone (1959) pointed this out, stating

A measuring instrument must not be seriously affected in its measuring function by the 
object of measurement. To the extent that its measuring function is so affected, the validity 
of the instrument is impaired or limited. If a yardstick measured differently because of the 
fact that it was a rug, a picture, or a piece of paper that was being measured, then to that 
extent the trustworthiness of that yardstick as a measuring device would be impaired. 
Within the range of objects for which the measuring instrument is intended, its function 
must be independent of the object of measurement. (p. 228).

With the datasets arranged in the single matrix described earlier, Rasch analysis 
using Winsteps software program (Linacre and Wright 2000) was run on for the 
5,373 respondents and a total of 44 different (unique) items with a certain number 
of overlapping test items between every pair of tests as shown in Table  6.2 and 
Fig. 6.1. The outcome of the analysis is that each test item is calibrated in logits and 
each person is measured also on the same logit scale. The scale runs from negative 
infinity to positive infinity, with the calibrations being centered on their mean as the 
zero point. This therefore results in items with positive and negative calibrations of 
item difficulty and students with positive and negative measures of ability. To work 
with only positive values, we may transform the ability measures using an appropri-
ate multiplicative factor and an appropriate translational factor,

 y mx c= +  

where y is the transformed measure, x is the measure obtained from the analysis, m 
is the multiplicative factor and c is the translational factor. Rasch analysis has con-
verted the ordered non-linear raw scores into linear measures in logits and the 
equating process puts all the three tests on to one common logit scale. This inventive 
approach of test equating can be credited to Danish mathematician Georg Rasch. 
In 1953, he was approached to equate some reading tests and ended up devising a 
method for estimating item difficulties entirely free of the effects of the abilities of 
the students who happen to respond to the items. In other words, it is possible to 
estimate a student’s probability of success on an item, and this probability of a  
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right answer is governed by student’s ability and the item’s difficulty. He deduced 
this formula:

 
log

probabilityof success

probabilityof failure
ability









 = − ddifficulty

 

From the equation, all elements can be represented as fixed positions along one 
straight line. The above expression is called log-odds (odds of success), and the 
units of measurement constructed are called ‘logits’. This puts ‘ability’ (i.e., the 
strength of ability in answering an item correctly) and ‘difficulty’ (i.e., the difficulty 
of an item to be answered correctly) on a common interval scale, making them com-
parable. Students’ measures from different tests can be combined and analyzed 
together, using some network of commonalities (in our case, the test items or 
common- items equating) linking the tests. This analysis provides a calibration, 
standard error and fit statistic for every item, and a measure, standard error and fit 
statistic for every person involved in any of the tests (Wright 1993b). These item 
calibrations and person measures are completely equated and expressed together on 
a common linear scale. Evidently, the Rasch’s formula is perhaps the only practical 
way that addressed all eight test equating problems presented by Wright (1993b). 
These eight equating problems include:

 1. Test Length – Do we insist that all tests have the same number of items or always 
use percentages?

 2. Test Difficulty – What if test B is harder than test A?
 3. Item Difficulty Distribution Problem – Can we match average P-values of tests 

to equate them?
 4. Sample Ability  – Do different sample ability distributions yield incomparable 

P-values?
 5. Linear Scale – Can raw score equating methods provide the linear metric neces-

sary for quantitative comparisons?
 6. Missing Data – Most equating methods require complete data. Would this be an 

issue if students do not respond to all test items?
 7. Standard Error – Are reliability coefficients (averaged over all candidates and all 

items – thus, it only provides one average value for the standard error of any 
score) adequate?

 8. Quality Control – Are items or persons behaving properly? That is, are the items 
in the tests cooperating to measure the same variable in the same way, and per-
sons performing in the same way across tests, and across items within tests?

By way of using a Rasch test equating approach, we are able to determine the 
learning growth of the Grade 5 students in Mathematics and English Language over 
time. These learning growths in the two subjects are depicted in Fig. 6.7. It is evi-
dent that growth in learning can be seen on the left side of each of the Distribution 
Maps [i.e., in Mathematics (a) and in English Language (b)]. The students’ mean 
measures in Mathematics grew from 0.35 to 0.65 to 0.89 logits over time, and it was 
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the same for English Language (i.e., growth from 0.73 to 1.06 to 1.10 logits).  
This growth was however not seen in the mean raw scores for the two subjects  
(i.e., 12.50, 11.00 and 11.70 for Mathematics, and 14.10, 12.20 and 10.50 for 
English Language).

From the mean item calibrations, we can see that for both Mathematics and 
English Language, the tests were increasing in difficulty from Test 1 to Test 3 as 
may be seen on the right side of the Distribution Maps in Fig. 6.7).

The item mean calibrations are −0.47 (for Test 1), 0.31 (for Test 2) and 0.38 (for 
Test 3) for Mathematics and −0.58 (for Test 1), 0.43 (for Test 2) and 0.91 (for Test 
3) for English Language. Since the tests are not of the same difficulty level, and we 
should not be comparing students’ performance scores (i.e., using raw scores) 
across tests if they are not equated. Some teachers may argue that they should be 
sufficiently experienced to tell difficult questions from easier questions, or simply 
keeping the ‘structure’ of the test questions and only changing certain numbers to 
ensure that the questions are equitable. Surely, we would agree that the square of 9 
and 8 are not of the same difficulty level for students to answer. We conducted a 
simple experiment with the Grade 5 teachers from the participating schools for 
Mathematics and English Language, by asking them to identify and rank just three 
of the most difficult test items from Test 1 for the two subjects. The teachers were 
only partially correct as they identified items that were of medium difficulty as the 
most difficult questions (i.e., items that mostly calibrated around the mean difficulty 
of the 20 test items in Test 1).

Fig. 6.7 Comparing students’ performances over three tests (Rasch Measures vs Raw Scores)
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 Conclusion

The Singapore education system is constantly ready to make policy adjustments 
based on sound research findings and literature, observations of other education 
systems around the world that are successful, as well as devising its own solutions 
to educational problems and issues, based on local expertise. The aim is for continu-
ous improvements in student outcomes. As an example of policy adjustment, prior 
to 2004, primary school students used to be streamed into three different streams 
(i.e., EM1, EM2 and EM3 – ‘English and Mother tongue’ at first, second and third 
language respectively) as they progressed into primary 5 based on their performance 
on an examination administered at the end of primary 4. The rationale was to allow 
the teaching learning process to proceed at the students’ pace. The top quarter of 
students will be placed in the EM1 stream, the middle 50 % will be placed in EM2 
while the bottom quarter will be place in EM3. As of the end of 2004, the Singapore 
Education Ministry made adjustments to this policy of streaming and in effect col-
lapsed EM1 and EM2 streams into one category without the earlier distinction 
between them, resulting in only two streams of students in the upper primary school 
levels of years 5 and 6. This gives primary schools greater flexibility and autonomy 
to decide on streaming (Ministry of Education 2004). In Secondary schools, there is 
also greater flexibility given to the Normal (Academic) and Normal (Technical) 
students to take subjects they are strong in at the Express level from Secondary 1 
(Ministry of Education 2013). To do so, they have to do well in these subjects at the 
Primary School Leaving Examination (Ministry of Education 2015). Secondary 
schools also have greater flexibility to transfer these students to another course 
when they have shown evidence of abilities. Schools may also allow their top 
Normal (Academic) students to progress to Secondary 5 without taking the GCE 
‘N’ Level examinations.

Another example is that the process and types of assessment itself have been 
undergoing changes in Singapore. Beyond only cognitive tests being used to mea-
sure student achievement, the need was seen for tests results to be more representa-
tive of actual student ability and skills which include thinking skills, calling for 
authentic assessment (for example Archibald and Newman 1988; Wolf et al. 1991). 
Authentic assessments are tasks given to students that resemble real world tasks that 
adults have to deal with in life, and from which students’ knowledge and skills, 
creativity as well as the effectiveness of performance are then assessed. It is also 
referred to as alternative assessment. This mindset change was particularly evident 
after the MOE introduced its ‘Innovation and Enterprise’ policy initiative in 2004. 
The aim of this policy is to encourage the development of desired attributes such as 
intellectual curiosity, resilience, ruggedness and a willingness to contribute to the 
community (Wong 2005).

Research on school autonomy such as by Hanushek et al. (2013) and King and 
Ozler (2005), found that schools that are given the autonomy to make their own 
management reforms, were more effective in improving student performance. From 
many such inputs, international and local and through its own deliberations, the 
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MOE made the necessary adjustments to its policy and provided schools with 
greater autonomy and flexibility to construct tests whose results can exhibit the level 
of creative thinking in students, students’ ability to perform a task using alternative 
assessment, portfolio assessment, and project work assessment, and the final 
achievement of a student be evaluated based on his or her performances on all rel-
evant and different forms of assessment. The argument for a broader-based assess-
ment is in line with theoretical arguments of the inadequacy of general achievement 
tests and standardized test that are measuring only the cognitive component of 
achievement, such as by Archibald and Newmann (1988). The ability to think may 
also be included the ability to perform. Wolf et al. (1991) argued compendiously 
that the importance and relevance of multidimensional performance assessment of 
students in order to capture and assess their skills in responding to issues in various 
contexts. For holistic development of the child, assessment has to be for all domains 
including cognitive, physical, emotional and character. We have seen in the research 
here, the focus has been on the measurement in the cognitive domain which requires 
an understanding of scales in measurement through the use of cognitive tests, and to 
accurately interpret how students have performed on the tests. In cases where stu-
dent growth needed to be observed through comparisons of their performances on 
two or more tests over time, the tests have to be equated so as to be on a common 
scale.

This study provides the Singapore education system with a means to better mea-
sure students’ growth and development so that teachers will be able to make more 
objective interpretations of their performance. However, the comparison of student 
performance on the international stage through TIMSS and PISA are still by means 
of standardized tests, mostly using multiple-choice type questions. Most if not all 
educators are aware of the limitations of objective tests. We know that many have 
argued that standardized tests are objective only in the scoring and that the test con-
tent limits the depth of students’ thinking as well as the creativity of their answers. 
In this regard, it is also true that underlying the dimension of creative skills is cogni-
tive skills, meaning that creativity is not possible without cognitive skills. Hence as 
a first measure, cognitive development is still an important contribution to students’ 
overall development. There are also some positive qualities of standardized tests. 
They are typically shaped by established standards that provide teachers with a 
framework or guide for what is to be taught. Standardized testing has also been 
shown to have positive impact on improving the quality of the curriculum and 
improving student achievement (Yeh 2005). These positives can certainly help mod-
erate the limitations to a certain extent. Hence there is hope yet for standardized 
tests, given that it is still a good proxy to future measures of creativity, and the fact 
that it is much more practical in its administration compared to the administration 
of tests of creative skills in the numerous fields of study.

Acknowledgement The data used in the chapter was obtained from a research funded by the 
Office of Educational Research, National Institute of Education (NIE), Nanyang Technological 
University, Singapore (Project Number & Title: OER 23/14 JG: An Investigation of the Impact of 
Leadership Practices on Student Learning Development Outcomes in Singapore Schools). The 
views expressed in this paper are the authors and do not necessarily represent the views of NIE.

6 Assessing Students’ Growth in Mathematics and English Language in Singapore…



122

References

Andrich, D. (1988). Rasch models for measurement. Series: Quantitative applications in the social 
sciences, 68. Newbury Park: SAGE Publications Inc.

Angoff, W. H. (1960). Measurement and scaling. In C. W. Harris & M. R. Liba (Eds.), Encyclopedia 
of educational research (3rd ed., pp. 807–817). New York: Macmillan.

Archibald, D.  A., & Newmann, F.  M. (1988). Beyond standardized testing. Reston: National 
Association of Secondary School Principals.

Bodde, D. (n.d.). Chinese ideas in the West. Retrieved on April 25, 2016 from http://afe.easia.
columbia.edu/chinawh/web/s10/ideas.pdf

Campbell, N. R. (1920). Physics, the elements. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Chong, H.  Y., & Popp, S.  O. (2005). Test equating by common items and common subjects: 

Concepts and applications. Practical Assessment, Research & Evaluation, 10(4).
Fetcher, D. (2009). Brief history  – standardized testing. Retrieved on April 25, 2016 from  

http://content.time.com/time/nation/article/0,8599,1947019,00.html
Goh, C. T. (1997). Shaping our future: Thinking schools, learning nation. Speech by Prime Minister 

Goh Chok Tong at the opening of the 7th International Conference on Thinking. https://www.
moe.gov.sg/media/speeches/1997/020697.htm. Accessed on 5th Apr 2016.

Goh, C. B., & Gopinathan, S. (2006). The development of education in Singapore since 1965. 
Background paper prepared for the Asia Education Study Tour for African Policy Makers, June 
18–30, 2006.

Hanushek, E. A., Link, S., & Woessmann, L. (2013). Does school autonomy make sense every-
where? Panel estimates from PISA. Journal of Development Economics, 104, 212–232.

Heng, S.  K. (2013). FY 2013 Committee of Supply Debate: 1st reply by Mr Heng Swee Keat, 
Minister for Education: Hope  – opportunities for all, available at: http://www.moe.gov.sg/
media/speeches/2013/03/13/fy-2013-committee-of-supply-debate-first-reply.php. Accessed 20 
Dec 2015.

Heng, S. K. (2015). Pursuit of excellence ‘need not lead to elitism’: Heng Swee Keat. Available 
at: http://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/pursuit-of-excellence/2067562.html. 
Accessed 9 May 2016.

King, E. M., & Ozler, B. (2005). What’s decentralization got to do with learning? School 
autonomy and student performance. Available online at http://siteresources.worldbank.org/
EXTGOVANTICORR/Resources/3035863-1291223960989/Nicaragua_Teacher_Staffing_
Monitoring.pdf. Accessed 19 Dec 2015.

Kracke Jr., E. A. (1957). Region, family, and individual in the Chinese examination system. In 
J. K. Fairbank (Ed.), Chinese thoughts & institutions. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Lee, O. K. (2003). Rasch simultaneous vertical equating for measuring reading growth. Journal of 
Applied Measurement, 4(1), 10–23.

Linacre, J. M., & Wright, B. D. (2000). A user’s guide to Winsteps: Rasch model computer pro-
gram. Chicago: MESA Press.

Luce, R. D., & Tukey, J. (1964). Simultaneous conjoint measurement: A new type of fundamental 
measurement. Journal of Mathematical Psychology, 1(1), 1–27.

Ministry of Education. (2004). Refinements to primary school streaming. https://www.moe.gov.sg/
media/press/2004/pr20040318.htm. Accessed on 9 May 2016.

Ministry of Education. (2013). Workplan: Normal stream Sec 1 students from 12 schools can take 
express subjects. http://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/moe-workplan-normal-stream-sec- 1-
students-from-12-schools-can-take-express-subjects. Accessed on 9 May 2016.

Ministry of Education. (2015). Nurturing students – flexibility and diversity. https://www.moe.gov.
sg/education/education-system/nurturing-students. Accessed on 9 May 2016.

Ministry of Education. (2016). Education, secondary. https://www.moe.gov.sg/education/ secondary. 
Accessed on 7 Apr 2016.

J.W.P. Goh et al.

http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/chinawh/web/s10/ideas.pdf
http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/chinawh/web/s10/ideas.pdf
http://content.time.com/time/nation/article/0,8599,1947019,00.html
https://www.moe.gov.sg/media/speeches/1997/020697.htm
https://www.moe.gov.sg/media/speeches/1997/020697.htm
http://www.moe.gov.sg/media/speeches/2013/03/13/fy-2013-committee-of-supply-debate-first-reply.php
http://www.moe.gov.sg/media/speeches/2013/03/13/fy-2013-committee-of-supply-debate-first-reply.php
http://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/pursuit-of-excellence/2067562.html
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/EXTGOVANTICORR/Resources/3035863-1291223960989/Nicaragua_Teacher_Staffing_Monitoring.pdf
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/EXTGOVANTICORR/Resources/3035863-1291223960989/Nicaragua_Teacher_Staffing_Monitoring.pdf
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/EXTGOVANTICORR/Resources/3035863-1291223960989/Nicaragua_Teacher_Staffing_Monitoring.pdf
https://www.moe.gov.sg/media/press/2004/pr20040318.htm
https://www.moe.gov.sg/media/press/2004/pr20040318.htm
http://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/moe-workplan-normal-stream-sec-1-students-from-12-schools-can-take-express-subjects
http://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/moe-workplan-normal-stream-sec-1-students-from-12-schools-can-take-express-subjects
https://www.moe.gov.sg/education/education-system/nurturing-students
https://www.moe.gov.sg/education/education-system/nurturing-students
https://www.moe.gov.sg/education/ secondary


123

Mourshed, M., Chijioke, C., & Barber, M. (2010). How the world’s most improved school systems 
keep getting better. London: Mckinsey & Co. Available online at http://mckinseyonsociety.
com/downloads/reports/Education/How-the-Worlds-Most-improved-School-Systems-Keep-
Getting-Better_Download-version_Final.pdf. Accessed 20 Dec 2015.

OECD. (2010). Singapore: Rapid improvement followed by strong performance. Available online 
at http://www.oecd.or/countries/singapore/46581101.pdf. Accessed 20 Dec 2015.

OECD. (2011). Strong performers and successful reformers in education: Lessons from PISA for 
the United States.

Perline, R., Wright, B. D., & Wainer. (1979). The Rasch model as additive conjoint measurement. 
Applied Psychological Measurement, 3(2), 237–255.

Rasch, G. (1966). An item analysis which takes individual differences into account. British Journal 
of Mathematical and Statistical Psychology, 19, 49–57.

Teng, Ssu-yu. (1942–1943). Chinese influence on the Western examination system, Harvard 
Journal of Asiatic Studies, 7, 267–312.

Thorndike, E.  L. (1919). An introduction to the theory of mental and social measurements. 
New York: Columbia University.

Thurstone, L. L. (1959). Attitudes can be measured. In L. L. Thurstone (Ed.), The measurement of 
values (pp. 215–233). Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Wolf, D., Bixby, J., Glenn III, J., & Gardner, H. (1991). To use their minds well: Investigating new 
forms of student assessment. Review of Research in Education, 17, 31–74.

Wong, S. H.. (2005). Title: Innovation, enterprise need daily nurturing. https://www.moe.gov.sg/
media/forum/2005/20050804.htm. Accessed on 9 May 2016.

Wright, B.  D. (1967). Sample-free test calibration and person measurement. Invitational 
Conference on Testing Problems. ETS, Princeton.

Wright, B. D. (1992). Scores are not measures. Rasch Measurement: Transactions of the Rasch 
Measurement SIG, American Educational Research Association, 6(1), 208.

Wright, B. D. (1993a). Thinking with raw scores. Rasch Measurement: Transactions of the Rasch 
Measurement SIG, American Educational Research Association, 7(2), 299–300.

Wright, B. D. (1993b). Equitable test equating. Rasch Measurement: Transactions of the Rasch 
Measurement SIG, American Educational Research Association, 7(2), 298–299.

Wright, B. D. (1997). Fundamental measurement. Rasch Measurement: Transactions of the Rasch 
Measurement SIG, American Educational Research Association, 11(2), 558.

Wright, B. D., & Stone, G. N. (1979). Best test design. Chicago: MESA Press.
Wu, K. C. (1982). The Chinese Heritage. New York: Crown Publishers.
Yeh, S. S. (2005). Limiting the unintended consequences of high-stakes testing. Education Policy 

Analysis Archives, 13(43), 1–21.

6 Assessing Students’ Growth in Mathematics and English Language in Singapore…

http://mckinseyonsociety.com/downloads/reports/Education/How-the-Worlds-Most-improved-School-Systems-Keep-Getting-Better_Download-version_Final.pdf
http://mckinseyonsociety.com/downloads/reports/Education/How-the-Worlds-Most-improved-School-Systems-Keep-Getting-Better_Download-version_Final.pdf
http://mckinseyonsociety.com/downloads/reports/Education/How-the-Worlds-Most-improved-School-Systems-Keep-Getting-Better_Download-version_Final.pdf
https://www.moe.gov.sg/media/forum/2005/20050804.htm
https://www.moe.gov.sg/media/forum/2005/20050804.htm


125© Springer International Publishing AG 2017 
M.Y. Eryaman, B. Schneider (eds.), Evidence and Public Good in Educational 
Policy, Research and Practice, Educational Governance Research 6, 
DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-58850-6_7

Chapter 7
Evidence Informed Innovation of Education 
in the Netherlands: Learning from Reforms

Theo Wubbels and Jan van Tartwijk

Abstract In the Netherlands, between 1993 and 2002 the government introduced 
several reforms in secondary education. In one of these innovations, it was said that 
the student was at the centre of the teaching and learning process. Several Dutch 
educational researchers also advocated such approaches under the term “new learn-
ing”. In this contribution, we will first describe the Dutch educational system, the 
reforms and the debates about these reforms. Then we will focus on the problematic 
relationship between educational research and practice and look at several propos-
als for improving that relationship. A next step in the collaboration between educa-
tional science and practice with the aim to stimulate evidence informed education 
might be the introduction of academic workplaces. In academic workplaces, 
schools, institutes for teacher education, and educational scientists work together on 
research, teacher education, teacher professional development, and educational 
innovation. In this innovation, Dutch policy makers pursued a better fit of education 
with the aim to improve social justice through and in education, and by doing so, 
contribute to the common good. However, they did so without relying on evidence 
that these innovations might indeed have positive effects on social justice.

 Setting the Stage: The Dutch Educational System1

In the Dutch educational system, primary schools provide education for children aged 
4–12. The first 2 years are rather “play oriented”. The more systematic schooling 
begins at age of 6. During primary school, the children’s development is monitored 
using validated tests and teacher observations. The observations and tests together are 
used to underpin a teacher advice at the end of grade 8, about which secondary 
education stream will suit the child best. These streams in secondary education vary 
in the degree of academic difficulty and length of study. The largest stream, which 

1 Parts of this section have been published previously in Hammerness et al. (2012) and Wubbels 
and van Tartwijk (in press).
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more than half of the students attend, is a 4-year secondary education program that 
prepares students for secondary vocational education (VMBO; Preparatory Secondary 
Vocational Education). The second stream is a 5-year program preparing students for 
higher professional education, which is attended by about 30% of the students (HAVO; 
Higher General Secondary Education). The third stream is a 6-year program prepar-
ing students for university education and is attended by about one-fifth of the students 
(VWO; Preparatory Scientific Education). In all three streams in secondary education, 
students can choose a number of subjects, but mathematics, Dutch and English are 
obligatory. At the end of the final year, students are required to take final examinations 
in the form of nationally developed standardized tests in most of these subjects and in 
the compulsory subjects mathematics, Dutch and English. The results on these tests 
count for 50% of the final exam result. The other 50% is based on grades for tests, 
projects etc., which are developed and graded by the schools themselves. After sec-
ondary education, students can continue their education in specific types of tertiary 
education. VWO graduates typically enrol in a 3-year bachelor program at 1 of the 13 
Dutch research universities that only admit students with a VWO or an equivalent 
foreign diploma. HAVO graduates typically enrol in a 4-year bachelor program in 
higher vocational education, which is provided for by 1 of the 37 universities of 
applied sciences. After their bachelor, most students at research universities will also 
take a 1- or 2-year master program. Most graduates of the universities of applied sci-
ences will enter the labour market after their bachelors. VMBO students typically 
enrol in programs for middle level vocational education which are provided by 1 of 
the about 40 Regional Education Centres (ROC). These programs are usually 3 years 
in length. There are no national exams for tertiary education.

The national Inspectorate of Education monitors the quality of education, both public 
and private. It has the right to evaluate schools according to national standards regarding, 
among others, the quality of the lessons, the achievement levels of the students, and the 
internal quality assurance system of the school. In secondary schools, the exam results 
play an important role in these evaluations, but when evaluating these results, other fac-
tors are taken into account, such as the students’ ability level and background and the 
number of students that leave the schools without a diploma or who would continue their 
education in a lower level of academic ability stream. When schools are evaluated nega-
tively several times in a row, the government can close the school. In tertiary education, 
the quality of education is monitored by the Dutch-Flemish Accreditation Organization. 
When this organization concludes that the quality of programs is too low and no 
improvement in 1 or 2 years is shown, then the government will no longer fund the 
program and the institution is no longer allowed to grant the degree.

 Educational Reforms in Dutch Secondary Education

Between 1993 and 2002 the Netherlands witnessed three major reforms in second-
ary education. None of these reforms is considered successful nowadays, which 
has had a negative impact on how the public and politicians perceive and 
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experience education and educational reform (Commissie Parlementair Onderzoek 
Onderwijsvernieuwing 2008).

 The Reforms

The first reform was referred to as the “basic curriculum” and was implemented 
from 1993 onwards. In this reform, 14 subjects were introduced with standardized 
goals that had to be covered in the first 3 years of secondary education for all 
students. The original goals of this reform were to pay more attention to the devel-
opment of skills in the curriculum and to postpone the streaming of children at the 
age of 12 until 14. Both aims sought to strengthen the chances on good education 
for all students specifically those of parents with low Social Economic Status 
(SES). In this way, the innovation wanted to contribute to a more just society and 
thus contribute to the common good. However, the reform became the topic of a 
heated debate and only a weak version of the original plans was implemented: all 
students had to take the 14 subjects and reach the common goals, but they would 
do that within streams for which they were selected at the age of 12. The first ele-
ment still contributed to realizing social justice goals, but the second in fact coun-
teracted it because evidence shows that the earlier students are out into a specific 
track the more students from parents with a high SES are favoured (OECD 2013). 
The second reform, which was implemented in 1998, involved a reform of the 
curriculum in the last 2 years of HAVO and the last 3 years of VWO with the aim 
to better prepare students for studying in higher education. One element of this 
innovation was that schools could implement the “study house”, which many 
schools did. The study house was a radical shift in the pedagogical approach in 
classes towards student independent and self-responsible learning and inquiry. 
For teachers, it meant a shift in their role from being the source of knowledge to 
act as a supervisor, coach and facilitator of learning. This approach was referred 
to as “new learning”. Underlying this reform were theoretical notions derived 
from constructivism that aimed at active and self- regulative learning (Simons 
2000; Simons et  al. 2000). From a policy perspective, the main aim was to 
strengthen students’ chances for completing higher education successfully, by 
providing a better preparation in secondary education. Such preparation might 
compensate for the difference in the support that parents of caretakers from high 
and low SES can provide their children with. Parents form high SES more than 
from low SES have completed higher education themselves in the Netherlands. 
Thus this innovation was in the politicians’ eyes also a way for reducing social 
inequality. The third reform, in 1999–2002, involved a reorganization of the lower 
levels of secondary education, combining junior general secondary education 
(MAVO, Medium General Secondary Education) with lower vocational education 
in one stream with the aim to create more pathways for students in these schools. 
This combination is the current VMBO which we discussed above.
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Despite the good intentions of these reforms, the implementation was problem-
atic. The basic education in particular, met with much resistance and ultimately was 
abolished in 2006. When it was proposed, many school leaders and teachers were 
positive about the study house, but in practice it turned out hard to implement (e.g. 
van Veen et al. 2005). Furthermore, although schools were free to implement the 
study house or not, many teachers did not feel they had a say in if and how this 
reform was implemented (Commissie Parlementair Onderzoek Onderwijsvernieuwing 
2008). The third reform, combining junior general secondary education with lower 
vocational education in one stream was the relatively most successful of the three 
reforms, although at first the image of the new VMBO-stream was rather negative 
because it was perceived as a school type for students who couldn’t succeed in the 
other levels.

 The Role of Evidence in the New Learning Reform

The number and intensity of government introduced reforms led to critical responses 
from parents, students, teachers and educational scientists. National newspapers for 
instance, reported about students rebelling against “new learning” (NRC 2007). The 
association Better Education Netherlands [Beter Onderwijs Nederland] was founded 
in 2006 by a coalition of secondary teachers and university staff with the explicit 
goal to stimulate direct instruction and practicing skills under the supervisions of 
competent teachers as the dominant teaching approach in secondary classrooms 
because “this is, in principle, the most effective type of teaching if carried out prop-
erly and supported by the programme” (Beter Onderwijs Nederland n.d.). In a 
theme issue of the Dutch educational journal Pedagogische Studiën, educational 
scientists discussed vigorously about the research evidence underlying the “new 
learning” approach in the study house (Wubbels et  al. 2006). In this discussion, 
Simons (2006), one of the educational researchers whose work had been the inspira-
tion for the “new learning” appoach, made clear that his work (Simons 2000; Simons 
et al. 2000) at least partially had been misinterpreted by policymakers, practitioners 
and colleague educational researchers alike. This misinterpretation may have been 
caused by a widely felt need in society to better cope with the general perceived lack 
of motivation of students in secondary education (van der Werf 2006). This lack of 
motivation put heavy demands on schools and teachers and many teachers felt 
unable to improve student motivation. So, the idea to give students more choice and 
say in what and how had to be learned was seized upon as a last rescue in a situation 
that was experienced as quite hopeless. Student responsibility for their learning thus 
became a panacea to help improve student motivation. Such practical teaching 
actions unbalanced only employed one element of Simon’s thinking. His reasoning 
started from the assumption that nowadays society needed other student outcomes 
and learning aims than in previous years and that therefore “new learning” was 
needed. So, his starting point was not the pedagogy but rather the aims of education 
such as being able to retrieve and apply knowledge, solve problems, handle the huge 
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amount of available data, and working in groups. In order to reach these new aims, 
Simons and co-workers (Simons 2000; Simons et al. 2000) advocated other ways of 
teaching and learning and assessing learning. So, for them there was a new inte-
grated approach to aims, pedagogy and assessment, whereas practitioners and pol-
icy makers focused primarily on the pedagogy: the how instead of integrating this 
how with the content, the what.

A second problem in the practice of new learning (and nowadays also in the 
educational research literature; e.g., Kilday et al. 2016) was the misinterpretation of 
social constructivism. Social constructivism originally is an epistemological theory 
on how people learn: they construct knowledge in interaction with others (which 
includes artefacts such as books) and which implies that learning is situated in par-
ticular contexts (e.g., Phillips 1995; Von Glasersfeld 1996). Often, this is described 
rightly by adding the word “actively” before constructing knowledge; rightly 
because construction indeed is an action of the learner, but in practice the word 
active often leads to misunderstandings. Active then is interpreted as the student 
having to be active in class as opposed to passively sitting and take in what a teacher 
is saying. This is quite a different interpretation of the word active, because students 
also can learn by sitting and listening: also then they construct knowledge as long as 
they are paying attention by listening. Thus, a false antithesis is created of knowl-
edge transfer opposed to knowledge construction often implying that instruction is 
useless (e.g., Benbunan-Fich and Arbaugh 2006). In fact, constructivism as an epis-
temological theory doesn’t say anything about how students should be taught and 
certainly not that direct instruction cannot be effective. It points to the risk of assum-
ing that what a teacher presents to students is learned or memorised in exactly that 
way. That is not the case because, according to constructivism, what students learn 
also depends on the knowledge structures they already have at their disposal (e.g. 
Nathan and Sawyer 2014). In that sense transfer of knowledge is impossible: stu-
dent construct knowledge from what is presented to them.

With respect to evidence based education, the discussion in Pedagogische 
Studiën focused on the empirical evidence for the effectiveness of new learning as 
opposed to direct instruction. Such a discussion followed from van der Werf’s 
(2006) assumption that educational research should contribute to a knowledge base 
about how as many students can learn as much as possible. Because van der Werf 
(2006) did not include in her assumption explicitly what type of outcomes should be 
aimed for, the discussion with her critics revolved around whether the research she 
cited had been studying outcomes that are important. This discussion got momen-
tum because the aims that are important in “new learning” are different from the 
traditional aims. A lot of the research on teaching effectiveness indeed had not stud-
ied specifically the intended outcomes of new learning approaches (Simons 2006) 
and therefore the evidence for the prevalence of direct instruction above new 
 learning was limited. In fact, de Jong (2006) presented evidence supporting that 
some elements of new learning (inquiry learning and collaborative learning) outper-
formed direct instruction. He added that these forms of learning are only effective 
when appropriately supported by teachers, thus countering the conclusion of 
Kirschner et al. (2006) on the relative ineffectiveness of inquiry based learning.
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Another line in the discussion was opened by Stevens (2006) who introduced 
theory about education and the educational process as missing elements in the dis-
cussion about effectiveness of new learning and direct instruction. He rejected the 
possibility to acquire evidence from psychological teaching experiments, because 
such experiments in his view cannot take the idiosyncratic processes into account 
that make every learning individually unique and highly dependent on the interac-
tion and relationships between individuals, that is between students and their 
teacher. He considered such experiments as too simplistic to describe the complex 
educational processes and provided advice for teachers in practice who have to cope 
with these idiosyncrasies. These experiments cannot include sense making pro-
cesses that in Stevens’ (2006) view are essential for educational practices; processes 
that need to result in activities and environments that are perceived as meaningful 
by participants, both students and teachers. Experiments never can sufficiently take 
the practical teaching and learning situations into account which make these experi-
ments (or quasi experiments) valid: ecological validity of the experiments is always 
poor. Stevens (2006) referred to an example: direct instruction might work for a 
motivated student but not for an uninterested one.

When analysing the discussions above from the perspective of evidence and the 
public good, it is striking that social justice and (in)equality were not mentioned at 
all. This is striking because for the policy makers at the base of all these discussions 
certainly promoting social equality was an issue (e.g., Commissie Parlementair 
Onderzoek Onderwijsvernieuwing 2008, p. 128). Evidence on the potential effects 
of the innovations on promoting the public good was not used at all.

 Lessons About Reforms

As a consequence of the criticisms on the three reforms and specifically the study 
house, politicians called for a parliamentary committee that was commissioned to 
investigate the implementation process and results of the reforms and to formulate 
guidelines for future governmental educational policies (Commissie Parlementair 
Onderzoek Onderwijsvernieuwing 2008). Based on the literature, their own research 
and hearings, this committee concluded that while there had been considerable 
political support for the innovations, the implementation of the reforms had been 
too much top-down, and that, as a consequence, many teachers felt that the innova-
tions were forced upon them. The parliamentary committee recommended that 
these kinds of reforms should never be implemented again without support from the 
educational field and more specifically from the teachers. The committee also con-
cluded that scientific evidence had only played a marginal role when developing the 
educational reforms and that the own experiences of the policy makers and their 
circles had often been more important. The committee pleaded for basing educa-
tional innovations on sound empirical evidence. If such evidence was not available, 
innovations should always be piloted on a small scale and be monitored and evalu-
ated by scientific research.
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 The Role of Educational Research in Dutch Educational 
Innovations

 State of Affairs

When educational innovations should only be implemented when there is sufficient 
empirical evidence to support the innovation, then the issue becomes important if 
educational research has supplied or can supply such evidence. This issue asks for a 
reflection on the merits and status of educational research (and broader educational 
sciences). In the period after the report of the parliamentary committee was pub-
lished, and related to this report, a discussion started on the position of the educa-
tional sciences in the Netherlands. Aside from the report of the parliamentary 
committee, this discussion was also stimulated by the report of yet another commit-
tee, which was commissioned to develop a plan for the educational and learning 
sciences in the Netherlands (Commissie Nationaal Plan Toekomst Onder-
wijswetenschappen 2011). The committee called its report “National plan educa-
tional/learning sciences” to emphasise that educational science was too limited a 
description of the field of study that is important for improving the quality of educa-
tion. A first conclusion of this committee on the educational and learning sciences 
was that the quality of Dutch research in this field is in general good and that it is 
appreciated by the international community of scientists. The committee however 
also produced a list of problems in the educational sciences:

• A continuity problem: The number of students in the teaching programs in edu-
cational sciences and university teacher education was low and this was threaten-
ing the viability of these programs.

• An activation problem: knowledge that is available in many disciplines and could 
be used to improve education wasn’t used and part of the reason was that the 
grants for research were provided along disciplinary lines which hindered multi- 
and interdisciplinary approaches.

• A fragmentation problem: The educational research that the universities carried 
out from their own funds was fragmented, lacked coherence and there were many 
small programs.

• Chain failing: The current institutions did not succeed in making the knowledge 
from educational sciences available for practice and policy.

• A quality problem: Research that universities and other institutions carried out 
based on external grants lacked quality control and the money was provided 
without clear aims and guarantee for methodological rigour.

• Attraction of international journals: Because educational researchers were evalu-
ated on their publications in scholarly journals, research lacked connection with 
practice and policy.

• Underuse of education research results: practitioners did not show sufficient 
interest in research results and the competence to use the results and develop 
research questions was lagging behind.
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The discussion on the (lack of) impact of the educational sciences in practice 
gained further momentum when the Dutch Scientific Council for Government 
Policy [Wetenschappelijke Raad voor het Regeringsbeleid] published a report on 
the future of the Dutch economy with title “Towards a Learning Economy” 
(Wetenschappelijk Raad voor het Regeringsbeleid 2013). A central concept in this 
report is “knowledge circulation” for which the ability to notice, absorb and use 
existing knowledge is crucial. The role of education is crucial for knowledge circu-
lation, but the Scientific Council was rather negative about the ability of Dutch 
education to innovate. New knowledge is not systematically used, also because 
schools and teachers are hardly encouraged to do so. The council made a plea for an 
innovation system that is comparable to systems that are used in healthcare, where 
research and educational institutions collaborate in local knowledge centres. It is 
remarkable that in these reports evidence mainly refers to effect of innovations on 
student learning and hardly to the effects of innovations on social equality or justice. 
This is the more important because Dutch policy makers often have improvement of 
the position of students from low SES as an aim in the back of their mind (Commissie 
Parlementair Onderzoek Onderwijsvernieuwing 2008, p. 128).

The community of educational scientists took all these recommendations to 
heart. The then existing program council for educational research of the Netherlands 
Organization for Scientific Research (NWO), the Netherlands Association for 
Educational Research and the Interuniversity Center for Educational Sciences (ICO: 
a nationwide organisation for training of educational researchers) collaborated to 
send the committee Nationaal Plan Toekomst Onderwijswetenschap a proposal for 
establishing a funding organisation that would bring together all money for educa-
tion research with money for innovations, so that these budgets would be granted in 
connection to each other. The committee endorsed this proposal and incorporated it 
in its report. As a result the Netherlands Initiative for Education Research (NRO) 
was established in 2012 (https://www.nro.nl/en/about/). In this organization, indeed 
several sources of research money were brought together, but unfortunately no inno-
vation money was granted to this organization.

The Netherlands Initiative for Education Research (NRO) has three tasks: 
facilitating the coherency of education research by providing direction at a 
national level, awarding grants for high quality research, and facilitating knowl-
edge utilisation by improving the links between science and practice. NRO tries 
to connect research and practice e.g. through the involvement of practitioners and 
policy makers in the programming of research. The budget of NRO is divided in 
three parts. The largest part is for practice oriented research, that means research 
in which researchers and practitioners collaborate. Smaller amounts are available 
for fundamental and policy oriented research. This separation in three parts seems 
to hinder the development of comprehensive research proposals and therefore 
there are efforts to find ways to integrate the three perspectives. One of the strong 
points of establishing the NRO is the rigorous evaluation procedure that now is 
used for government funded research projects.

A few years later, under the supervision of the Association of Research 
Universities in the Netherlands (VSNU) educational scientists representing their 
own research university collaborated in a committee Discipline Plan for the 
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Educational Sciences (Commissie Sectorplan Onderwijswetenschappen, COS) on 
developing a plan for the Dutch educational sciences of the future. In this plan, a lot 
of attention was paid to improving the usefulness of the results of the educational 
research for practice. Education was presented as the power source for the Dutch 
Society and the educational sciences as an “auxiliary engine for education”. “[The 
educational sciences] deliver the body of knowledge which is necessary for evi-
dence informed innovation and improvement of education” (Commissie Sectorplan 
Onderwijswetenschappen 2014, p. 41). Educational sciences have to provide a body 
of knowledge for evidence informed approaches in education and have to train 
 educational experts and have to contribute to the professionalization of teachers. 
The committee also concluded that, at the moment, the educational sciences in the 
Netherlands do not fulfill this function of auxiliary engine. In research, the  committee 
argued, the overlap between programs in various universities should be diminished 
and small programs should cooperate more with other programs. A national agenda 
for research and innovation in education should be developed and all money for 
education research aside from the universities’ own money should be granted via 
the NRO. The research of universities and universities of applied sciences should be 
integrated.

 Connecting Educational Research and Practice

After this chronological overview of discussions on the use of evidence for educa-
tional innovations in the Netherlands and the description of the failure to reach a 
good connection between the evidence provided by the educational sciences and 
educational practice, we move to potential measures to help bridge the gap between 
educational sciences and educational practice in order to make innovations more 
successful. Key for success of the educational sciences, according to the Commissie 
Sectorplan Onderwijswetenschappen (2014, p. 41), is a better connection between 
educational sciences and practice and policy. Therefore, renewing research and 
teaching programs in the educational sciences is not sufficient and the committee 
advocated that research projects should be more based on the problems that practi-
tioners and policy makers experience. We discuss four approaches for bridging the 
gap: (1) making research results better usable in practice, (2) research by teachers, 
(3) a primary role for teachers in educational innovation and (4) intensive collabora-
tion between researchers, teachers and teacher educators in academic workplaces.

 Research for Practice

The receptiveness for research in education is quite low compared with other 
domains. Slavin (2004) for example, mentioned a much better receptiveness for 
evidence from research (e.g. from randomized controlled experiments) in medicine, 
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engineering and agriculture than in education. This receptiveness has led to tremen-
dous improvement of the medical, engineering and agricultural practice. Olson 
(2004) however contended in a similar vein as Stevens (2006) that in education an 
inventory of results of experiments in specific contexts doesn’t help practitioners 
because of the poor generalizability of the results of such experiments and the dis-
puted causality of relations found in experiments. He advocates the development of 
theories that might help explain why particular interventions have particular effects. 
By understanding mechanisms in educational processes through a robust theory, 
research can be helpful to fine tune such theories and making these more specific for 
different contexts.

Olson (2004) suggested a different way of doing educational research than the 
randomized controlled experiments so that research might be of more value for 
practice by being better theoretically grounded. The Educational Council of the 
Netherlands (Onderwijsraad 2011) pointed to the whole chain of actions between 
doing educational research and using its results in practice. The council mentioned 
two traditional ways in which research can inform practice: the Research 
Development and Diffusion model and the Evidence Based Practise model.

In the classical Research Development Diffusion model (Broekkamp and van 
Hout-Wolters 2007; Burkhardt and Schoenfeld 2003; Guba 1967; Onderwijsraad 
2003) the first step is research, specifically fundamental research, which is the 
 starting point to create knowledge about education. In the phase of development, 
 curricular interventions, learning materials, assessments et cetera are developed that 
can be used in education and are based on knowledge created in the first step. 
Through diffusion then these new materials are brought to the attention of teachers, 
school principals and policy makers. In the original version a phase of adaption was 
included (van Tartwijk 2011). The aim of this phase is: “Adapt and install the inven-
tion in a local school setting” (Guba 1967, p. 5). In the evidence based practice 
model fundamental research is also central but the results of that research should be 
tested in research in practice, preferably in (quasi) experimental designs. Only after 
such testing, development and diffusion can be the next steps to get results used in 
practice.

The Educational Council of the Netherlands (Onderwijsraad 2006) advocated a 
particular stepwise approach to educational research in order to help improve edu-
cational effectiveness: explorative research, practical oriented research and curricu-
lum design and finally experiments, that is research to prove effects of specific 
interventions. Such a series of studies should be carried out in a stepwise process in 
order to learn from mistakes in the different steps through a learning attitude and 
respect for results of research and the research should be based on problems experi-
enced in practice.

The approaches discussed above were criticised in the Netherlands by for 
instance Gravemeijer and Kirschner (2007). They contended that this way of work-
ing would be very expensive and impractical, and that it ignores the study of mecha-
nisms as also mentioned by Stevens (2006), Olson (2004), and (Maxwell 2004). 
Gravemeijer and Kirschner (2007) advocated to produce evidence for insight in 
mechanisms instead of evidence about interventions thus emphasizing the  explaining 
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processes (how does it work) instead of causality between actions and results (what 
works) (Maxwell 2004).

By applying the approaches discussed in this section, the educational council 
(Onderwijsraad 2011) hoped that research can contribute to improving teachers’ 
receptiveness for educational research. In particular for improving this receptive-
ness, very different approaches have been proposed, which we discuss in the next 
section.

 The Teacher as Producer of Knowledge

A second option for bridging the gap between research and practice puts the teacher 
in the role of producer of knowledge (either alone or in collaboration with university 
based researchers). In such models the role of teachers shifts from consumers of 
research results towards creators of evidence. More and more, in the literature 
teachers are seen as (co) creators of knowledge (e.g. Admiraal 2013; van Tartwijk 
2011). According to Admiraal et al. (2014) literature on teacher research character-
izes teacher research as small-scale, qualitative studies focused on describing and 
understanding teaching practice and evaluation of teaching by perceptions of teach-
ers and students, with conclusions about and implications for the practice of the 
particular teacher doing the research. Less frequent are quantitative or mix-method 
studies using pre-test/post-test control group designs and test scores to deduce con-
clusions about effects of teaching interventions (e.g., Cochran-Smith and Lytle 
2009; Admiraal et al. 2013; Anderson and Shattuck 2012). When teachers partici-
pate in educational research, this may contribute to their professional development 
(e.g. Zeichner 2003), but whether this also contributes to the quality of their  teaching 
remains unclear. Admiraal et  al. (2013) concluded from a literature review that 
results of research by teachers usually only apply for their own context and cannot 
or do not say very much for other contexts.

The most extreme proposal for teacher as researcher advocates the teacher as 
independent full fleshed researcher. For example, Admiraal (2013) advocated a 
scholarly teaching profession in which action research by teachers themselves is 
used to improve their own practice by systematically gathering data on that prac-
tice, analyse these data and try and improve that practice. This research should be 
rigorous so that it contributes to theoretical developments and can be published in 
international scholarly journals. Such a teaching profession would resemble the 
medical profession where physicians also contribute to the scholarly literature 
and their research helps improve the medical practice (Bulterman-Bos 2008). In 
the Netherlands it is already possible for a limited number of teachers to get a 
grant for doing a PhD from a very competitive program of the Netherlands 
Organisation for Scientific Research. This grant however also can be used for 
research that is not related to education and thus not always will connect educa-
tional research and practice.
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A more mixed model advocates co-creation of evidence (Onderwijsraad 2006) in 
collaboration between teachers, school principals and researchers. It is assumed that 
by collaboration between teachers and researchers both parties develop a shared 
understanding and vision and such shared ideas are needed for successful educa-
tional innovation (Fullan 2007). There are already several examples of such collabo-
rations in the Netherlands, for example a project in which teachers, school principals 
and researchers work together to use data that have been collected by researchers as 
feedback for teachers to help them improve their practice (Geijsel and Krüger 2005; 
Schildkamp et al. 2013). An even closer cooperation exists in data teams where the 
actors work together also in the gathering of the data (Schildkamp and Ehren 2013). 
Another example is design research that now is quite popular in the Netherlands 
(McKenney and Reeves 2013; Plomp and Nieveen 2010; van den Akker et al. 2006). 
In such research teachers and researchers collaboratively design new teaching and 
learning approaches. Plomp and Nieveen (2010) advocated a stepwise approach 
starting from a practical or theoretical problem, then a literature review and problem 
analysis followed by a repeated cycle of design, action (trial), evaluation and analy-
sis and redesign, until a satisfying design has been reached.

 Teachers as Innovators

A third way to make innovations more successful through a better connection 
between research and practice, is focusing on the role of the teacher as innovator 
and create conditions to help teachers fulfill that role effectively. For teachers to 
innovate implies to act as an adaptive expert. Bransford et al. (2005) distinguish 
between routine experts and adaptive experts. Routine experts have a number of 
core competencies that they developed throughout their lives with growing effi-
ciency, whereas adaptive experts are much more likely to change their core compe-
tencies and expand and restructure their expertise and are therefore more inclined to 
innovate. Routines are efficient but also can be risky, because they may become 
outdated when tasks change. In teaching, an example is the change of classroom 
teaching because of the use of computers, which would for instance make it difficult 
for the teacher to recognize the relevant cues in class environments. Adaptive exper-
tise is described by Bransford et al. (2005) as balancing between innovation and 
efficiency. Innovation requires letting go off efficient routines, thus reducing effi-
ciency in the short run (Bransford et al. 2005, p. 49). However, in innovations rou-
tine can also be helpful because appropriate levels of efficiency make room for 
innovation (Hammerness et  al. 2005). According to Hammerness et  al. (2005), 
teachers who are adaptive experts make preconceptions explicit and learn to take 
control of their own learning. This can be stimulated by “providing tools for analy-
sis of events and situations that enable them to understand and handle the complexi-
ties of life in classroom” (p. 366). They should not only develop a strong foundation 
of factual and theoretical knowledge, but also should this knowledge be organized 
in such a way that retrieval and action are facilitated. Bransford et  al. (2005) 
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emphasize that the processes of restructuring “often have emotional consequences 
that accompany realization that cherished beliefs and practices need to be changed”. 
These emotional consequences can explain the resistance of teachers towards edu-
cational change, in particular when they feel that their voice is not heard and their 
expertise is not valued (van Veen et al. 2005).

Participating in innovation implies deliberately improving performance through 
identifying suitable training tasks that are outside a teacher’s current realm of per-
formance, but that he or she can master by concentrating on critical aspects and by 
gradually refining performance through repetitions and feedback. Ericsson (2006) 
and Ericsson et al. (1993) refer to this as deliberate practice. Bronkhorst et al. (2014) 
describe four characteristics that have been used in the literature to define deliberate 
practice: (1) it is designed for self-improvement, (2) it is repeated to enable succes-
sive refinement, (3) it is followed by immediate, informative feedback, and (4) it 
requires significant effort and concentration or motivation. Such practice might be 
important for the teacher’s innovating role.

One example of an activity in which teachers play an important innovating role is 
the lesson study strategy (cf. Dudley 2013, 2015). Lesson study originated in Japan 
more than a century ago and provides a well-developed set of principles and proce-
dures providing teachers with the support needed for innovating their practice (Xu 
and Pedder 2014). Lesson study is associated with high student performance (Dudley 
2015) and positive effects on teacher learning (cf. Dudley 2013; Xu and Pedder 
2014). In lesson study, a team of teachers collaboratively designs a lesson. One team 
member then executes the lesson while the other team members gather data on stu-
dent learning processes, including live observation. Collectively reflecting upon the 
data results in changed knowledge or ideas. The lesson is then revised and taught 
again (i.e. deliberate practice). A lesson study-cycle is concluded by reflecting on the 
learning outcomes and sharing the results with colleagues. Within one or more les-
son study-cycles, teachers engage in guided and collaborative experiential learning 
activities. These learning activities provide challenges that go beyond the teachers’ 
current level of reliable performance, ideally in guided and collaborative learning 
contexts that allow immediate feedback and gradual refinement by repetition. Such 
activities then lead to innovated practices. The characteristics of the learning activi-
ties described above resemble essential aspects of learning environments that could 
foster adaptive expertise (Anthony et al. 2015; Bohle Carbonell et al. 2014).

 Academic Workplaces

As a way to integrate the three approaches that have been discussed above, estab-
lishment of “Academic Workplaces” has been proposed in the Netherlands in sev-
eral reports in the last 7 years (Onderwijsraad 2011; Wetenschappelijk Raad voor 
het Regeringsbeleid 2013; Commissie Sectorplan Onderwijswetenschappen 2014). 
In such workplaces schools, institutes for teacher education, and universities col-
laborate. Educational scientists, teachers, and teacher educators meet each other and 
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work on solving educational problems, developing curricula, educational innova-
tions, preparing teachers and teacher professionalization and doing research 
(Commissie Sectorplan Onderwijswetenschappen 2014). At the basis of all these 
suggestions is the generally assumed importance of collaboration between educa-
tional research and practice for systematic improvement of educational quality. 
These workplaces are seen as a means to make research more practice oriented 
among others by generating research questions based on problems experienced in 
the educational practice: that is a form of research on demand. Further it is expected 
that close cooperation between practitioners and researchers will help making the 
results be of practical value. In academic workplaces, it is aimed to develop a 
research culture in which evidence informed working is the standard.

The educational council (Onderwijsraad 2011) suggests as most important 
mechanisms in such workplaces boundary crossing practices and knowledge com-
munities. Akkerman and Bakker (2011, p. 133) defined boundaries as sociocultural 
differences between practices leading to discontinuities in action or interaction. 
Boundaries are at play in the use of research results in practice. Knowledge that has 
been developed in one context needs to transfer to another context (e.g., Broekkamp 
and Van Hout-Wolters 2007), and such boundary crossing is difficult by nature. 
People working in different contexts do not easily cross borders. An important role 
can be played by so called brokers, people who are engaged in practices that cross 
borders and so also themselves move from one institution to another and thus liter-
ally cross boundaries (Akkerman and Bakker 2011). In academic workplaces, stu-
dents from teacher education institutions for example can be brokers when they 
follow their internships in school or when they participate in research of the univer-
sity that is carried out in the schools. Similarly, teachers who participate in research 
or follow a program for a master degree or PhD at a university can be brokers.

The second element the educational council mentions is the knowledge commu-
nity which is to develop in an academic workplace. This knowledge community 
resembles what in the literature is referred to with several concepts such as profes-
sional learning community (Fullan 2007; Stoll et al. 2006), community of practice 
(Wenger and Snyder 2000), or social networks (Moolenaar et al. 2010). In knowledge 
communities, knowledge is exchanged in structured collaborative arrangements 
(Onderwijsraad 2011) such as in professional development schools or in teams of 
teachers and researchers who collaboratively are carrying out research projects in the 
school. Also the earlier mentioned teams in lesson study projects can be considered 
professional communities. It has been shown for example that the structure of such 
networks is related the ability of schools to innovate (Moolenaar et al. 2010).

 Conclusion

There seems to be broad consensus in the Netherlands that we shouldn’t strive for 
evidence based education but rather for evidence informed education. Making edu-
cation evidence based places research in a too presumptuous position, because there 
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are strong doubts if educational research will ever produce convincing “evidence” 
that will enable teachers and policy makers to give an absolute answer to the ques-
tion what and how to teach. Educational research results on the one hand will always 
be detached from practical teaching situations and on the other be influenced by 
idiosyncrasies of the specific research context. Thus, it never can tell what works 
under many different circumstances. What is possible, however, is that evidence 
informs practice and specifically educational innovations. Evidence informed then 
means that practitioners use empirical and theoretical knowledge that has been 
developed in educational research and combine this knowledge with their practical 
wisdom, experiences and insights on a specific situation. Thus, they can use evi-
dence and contextualise it for building local innovations. They choose what part of 
evidence might apply in their specific situation showing adaptive expertise.

In the Netherlands, the bad experiences with government initiated innovations 
has led to the conclusion that innovations should be initiated by teachers themselves 
and that if the government wants innovations, teachers have to be involved much 
earlier than was done in previous innovations. In this reasoning the link between 
education as a means to strengthen the common good is markedly missing. The 
quality of proposals for innovation could be improved when evidence that is avail-
able on the effects of innovations on the position of students from low SES would 
be incorporated.

To bridge the gap between educational research and practice for the benefit of the 
quality of education, academic workplaces in which researchers, teachers, student 
teachers and teacher educators collaborate seem a promising avenue to enter. 
Therefore, NRO now has selected three consortia of schools, universities and uni-
versities of applied sciences to carry out a pilot with these workplaces.

In the introduction of the Handbook of Implementation Science of Psychology in 
Education Kelly asks: “What is it about real-world contexts that makes measurable 
effectiveness so difficult to achieve?” (Kelly 2012, p. 6). The answer to this (funda-
mental) question is crucial for the ultimate success of evidence informed education.
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Chapter 8
The Evidence Agenda in Education: 
An International Perspective

Tracey Burns and Rien Rouw

Abstract In this chapter the authors provide an overview of the evidence-for- 
education landscape across countries. Although the importance of using evidence to 
inform policy and practice in education was identified over 20 years ago, many 
education systems are still struggling to make this a reality. The enormous expan-
sion of publicly available data on education and its increased access by diverse 
stakeholders has only contributed to the complexity of the endeavour. In recent 
years it has become clear that providing data and research and promoting evidence- 
informed policy does not ensure that the knowledge will actually be used. 
Furthermore, data and research can and will also be misused, selectively used or 
even abused. Therefore, the appropriate use of knowledge should be a high priority 
on the evidence agenda in education. Illustrated by two country cases the authors 
argue for a systematic effort to promote appropriate use through building capacity 
at the local level and creating a culture of evaluation and self-reflection across the 
system. Peer learning networks and the engagement of a broader range of stake-
holders can be powerful levers for establishing a holistic culture for the use of 
evidence.

 Introduction

In recent years a number of public crises have seized the attention of the world and 
required rapid responses from governments to ensure the health and safety of the 
public and maintain their confidence in policy makers. Climate change, for exam-
ple, has emerged as a generally agreed upon public emergency after years of public 
debate. This debate has been in turns emotional and rational, with much of the dis-
agreement about the nature and reliability of the evidence presented. We have now 
reached a new era where, superficially at least, the COP 21 agreement sets out the 
science in an uncontested manner, and provides a roadmap for action. The goal is of 
course to contain the substantial economic and societal losses projected from a rise 
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in temperatures of over 2°, as well as ensure the future viability of our planet in the 
longer term.

This is one of the most dramatic and meaningful challenges facing our modern 
world. It is also an excellent study of the role of the use of research and evidence in 
decision making, and the potential of evidence to be used for the public good. This 
real-life example demonstrates the challenge facing policy makers of all stripes, 
including education, who must make swift, time-sensitive decisions based on the 
information they have available. Often the information that is readily available is 
not “perfect” research on the subject. This could be either because the rigorous 
research relevant to policy needs has not been conducted; or because there is a dis-
joint between policy and research communities such that the relevant information is 
not widely disseminated and so overlooked by the policy maker; or simply that the 
research that is available is contradictory and so does not suggest a single course of 
action that could be reflected in policy (OECD 2007). Yet clearly it is crucial that 
policy decisions be made with the best available evidence, as the decisions made 
can, as the climate change example demonstrates, have far-reaching impacts on all 
members of society.

 The Evidence Agenda in Education

Interest in and discussion on how educational policy is aided by research, and spe-
cifically on what kinds of evidence from research count or should count in policy 
and practice, have grown dramatically in the last decades. One of the reasons for 
this interest is the growing awareness that good or even excellent quality education 
is vital for the development of societies in general and for economic growth and 
prosperity in particular. Scientific research is believed to be one of the levers for the 
improvement of education. Discourse on the nature of scientific evidence, chal-
lenges for raising awareness of policy makers, and pleas to bring research into class-
rooms all trigger intense and sometimes heated debate on what constitutes 
“evidence-based” or “evidence-informed policy”, the terms which have come to 
denote this field, and which we define as “the conscientious and explicit use of cur-
rent best evidence in making decisions and choosing between policy options” 
(OECD 2007, p. 16).

Education systems struggle with the best way to integrate the various kinds of 
research and knowledge in policy and practice. This is an ongoing challenge that 
was highlighted 10 years ago in seminal work on evidence-informed policy in edu-
cation (OECD 2007) and observed more than a decade previous (OECD 1995). The 
importance of this process has only increased in the 20 years since it was first identi-
fied: In fact, the increase in the availability of information has been one of the most 
dramatic transformations in our education systems.
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This explosion of information is fuelled by two concurrent trends: (1) the rise of 
standardised tests (both national and international, for example PISA) and the 
resulting proliferation of available evidence and greater emphasis on testing and 
assessment; and (2) the increased access to information via the Internet and other 
technologies, which has enabled a multitude of actors to bring their own informed 
opinions to the discussion (OECD 2007).

The impact of this second point cannot be understated. Across the OECD, educa-
tion governance has in general moved away from hierarchical governance systems 
towards more complex environments in which a multitude of actors collaborate 
through formal and informal channels. This broad diversity of actors, who are more 
informed and empowered due to the availability of performance data and other mea-
sures of education excellence, has in many countries reshaped the power and control 
of the education system (Burns and Köster 2016).

 What Counts as Evidence?

Performance data is only one source of evidence. Other forms include descriptive 
system data (on achievement, graduation, etc.), and research findings that can deter-
mine whether something is working, and why. Evidence also includes the wealth of 
expert practitioner knowledge available, both formal and informal. And, in the polit-
ical realm, the power of a good anecdote overheard by the minister on the way to a 
meeting can be immense. Ideas which are generally perceived as “intuitively rea-
sonable” gain power and support of public opinion. This is especially the case where 
they are promoted by the media, who often play a major role in shaping, or stunting, 
the policy agenda.

Some authors organise different types of knowledge into a hierarchy where 
quantitative scientific knowledge in general, and randomised control trials in par-
ticular, are considered the most robust (Sackett et al. 1996; Clarke et al. 2014). This 
is then followed in the hierarchy by knowledge obtained through quasi- experimental 
research, and then by that gleaned from qualitative study (e.g. case studies, focus 
groups, etc.). Presumably practitioner knowledge and expert knowledge of teachers 
is then placed lower in the hierarchy, if it is included at all. This then sets up a ten-
sion in the public discourse in terms of who has the power and expertise, and who 
has the right to make decisions based on what evidence.

In this chapter, quantitative scientific knowledge is not the only type of knowl-
edge considered as valid, and no explicit hierarchy of evidence is used. As stated in 
OECD (2007): “…our basic proposition [is] that there is no single best method for 
or type of evidence-based policy research” (p. 24). The type of method required 
depends both on the type of question to be answered and what the data will be 
used for.
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 The Production and Use of Evidence in Education

In an environment where different actors with different needs, cultures and perspec-
tives need to share information with each other, what counts as evidence becomes 
an important point. There are also systemic challenges to both the production and 
use of evidence in education.

In terms of production, the key question is how public actors can steer research 
(e.g. defining go and no-go areas of research) and how the quality as well as the 
quantity of research can be enhanced. These questions are far from obvious, as the 
state and main research producing institutions are generally separated and, thus, 
issues of control and governance arise (Fuller 2000).

There is a range of policy instruments in the hands of decision makers to steer 
research production. Traditionally this has involved grants and grant making (e.g. 
sponsorship) and modification of the institutional setting of main research centres 
such as universities (Kogan 2007). As knowledge and research evidence in educa-
tion have become commodified, the market of research producers and users has 
expanded accordingly. Government levers to steer education research production 
now typically target major independent research producers such as think tanks, 
independent research consortiums, and even some brokerage agencies (OECD 
2007). In addition to targeting independent research providers, governments can 
also sponsor research arms of ministries and other government affiliated centres that 
have more independence than ministries but less than independent research centres 
(in fact, government affiliated research centres lie at the boundary between direct 
state knowledge production and facilitation of knowledge production).

Providing funding and support is one of the most common steering mechanisms. 
External funding generally involves stronger or weaker restrictions on research 
questions and objectives, methods of enquiry and publication and dissemination. 
Sponsorship is typically embedded in varying institutional settings ranging from 
(1) the autonomous model where researchers can determine all major aspects of 
scientific enquiry, (2) the partnership model where academics and funders define the 
elements and boundaries of the research jointly, and (3) the managed model where 
the important characteristics of the research project are defined by the funder, either 
public or private (Kogan 2007). The further one gets from the autonomous model, 
the more questions are posed regarding the impartiality and objectivity of the 
research and interpretation of results.

A clear area of tension lies in the different timescales of knowledge production 
(i.e. research) and governance and policy-making: while researchers take years to 
thoroughly investigate a particular question, governments are looking for immedi-
ate answers to practical policy questions. As a result, governments that are sophisti-
cated users of research are increasingly funding and fielding calls for tender that 
provide rapid responses to their most pressing questions. The rise in the number of 
governmental research organisations and governmental organisations which engage 
in research is also part of this process. This co-determination and management of 
research projects can be and is often used as a policy lever (Wilkoszewski and 
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Sundby 2014), but it does raise the concern that the desired answer is provided with 
the question and that funding is used as a lever to “cherry pick” those research 
results which support a desired position. Thus as linking policy to research through 
funding and priority setting has become more popular among many OECD govern-
ments, thorny questions have arisen regarding the independence, impartiality and 
objectivity of scientific research especially under the managed model (Henkel 2000; 
Moss 2013).

In addition to those challenges, there is an underlying reality that any knowledge 
and evidence system must face. This is that increased access to data (via the internet 
and including media-friendly testing and assessment results which lend themselves 
so well to league tables and rankings) does not ensure that the quality of the infor-
mation is consistently high. The Internet has effectively removed many of the estab-
lished gatekeepers or quality controls that were traditionally put in place by research 
institutes and academic journals (Burns and Schuller 2008). As they argue: “More 
information is available, yes, but is it good information? And is it presented accu-
rately and in an understandable fashion? Can the reader use it in a comprehensible 
and useful manner?” (p. 17).

In addition to the challenges connected to the production of evidence, there are 
also issues related to its use. The rich variety of evidence available (e.g. student 
achievement data, teacher assessment data, school budget data, teacher knowledge, 
school choices of parents etc.), and the sheer amount of that evidence, can inadver-
tently complicate the process.

Some challenges can be systemic. For example, there might be few incentives for 
collected data to be shared widely, especially if there is a concern that it could be 
used in a negative manner (for example, in systems where there is strong competi-
tion for students between schools, the weaknesses of a particular school might be 
disguised or otherwise presented to avoid injuring the reputation of the school). 
Moreover, information might be hard to find, little publicised, or produced without 
thinking that it may be useful and hence not passed onwards to other actors in the 
system. The 2011 report of the Swedish National Agency for Education illustrates 
these problems; municipalities were shown to focus their attention on their rankings 
rather than performance, and used only a small share of the available data in its 
decision-making process (Swedish National Agency for Education [Skolverket] 
2011) as cited in Blanchenay and Burns 2016).

On the other hand, too much information can obscure information pertinent to 
decision-making and/or render it unusable by its sheer magnitude. Loeb and Plank 
(2008) illustrate this danger with the California Education Code, which includes 
more than 100,000 articles and more than 2000 pages. The abundance of informa-
tion increases the difficulty with which stakeholders can learn about the existence of 
documents and then locate them. As O’Day (2002) points out, the abundance of 
information may even be counterproductive, as “teachers and schools may meta-
phorically and literally close the door on new information, shutting out the noise”. 
It also raises the question of how all the information can be gathered and maintained 
in a way that can be used by the other parties. In a complex environment with 
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 multiple active stakeholders, harnessing all this heterogeneous data and ensuring 
that it reaches those who need it becomes an important challenge.

There is an underlying equity issue in the discussion of increasing the availability 
of evidence in order to increase transparency and accountability to a broader range 
of stakeholders. In most countries upper middle-class and middle-class families 
(or parent(s) with higher education, higher professional positions and higher income) 
are the ones that are most aware of how to actively use the education system for their 
own interest and benefit (Taylor 2009). They are also more likely to have the capac-
ity to lobby and press for change in the educational system through policy and 
practice (van Zanten 2003).

In practice this means that in many OECD countries upper and middle-class 
parents are more likely than parents with lower socio-economic status to use school 
achievement and school performance data, when available, in order to place their 
child in the best-performing schools. If changing schools is not possible, middle and 
upper-class parents are more likely to demand (and successfully lobby for) change 
in the system. Parents with lower incomes (including, in many countries, high pro-
portions of immigrant parents) are less likely to be aware of their rights regarding 
school choice and may often lack the capacity to use achievement and performance 
data, or indeed base their decisions on other factors, such as geographical proximity 
and the availability of public transport to access the school (Elacqua et al. 2006).

A similar argument can be made that some districts or municipalities might be 
more likely than others to fully use available data – perhaps those that care more 
about education quality, or those that have better capacity to analyse and interpret 
such data. These equity arguments are not trivial – indeed, any system motivated to 
provide full access to performance and achievement data in the name of transpar-
ency and efficiency cannot turn a blind eye to how and by whom those data are 
being used. In this sense there is a very real question whether evidence is being 
harnessed for the public good or not in education systems.

 The Evidence Agenda Revisited

Despite the excitement of the discourse around evidence-informed policy, it has 
become clear that promoting the use of evidence in policy making is not the same 
thing as ensuring its use. A number of realities intrude, including the limited time 
and capacity of policy makers and practitioners, the need to build consensus and 
incorporate public opinion, and the interaction among different forms of knowledge 
when determining the best course of action (OECD 2009; Burns and Köster 2016; 
Moss 2013). Limitations to the possible topics and scope of change due to the pre-
vailing status quo are accompanied by limitations in the process of using knowledge 
itself. The distinction above between individuals, organisations and processes is an 
interesting way to analyse this issue.

On an individual level, policy makers’ analytical experience and capacity is 
likely to be one of the main drivers of low levels of research utilisation, even in 
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countries characterised by high overall quality of policy making (Davies et  al. 
2000). In a high-pressure and time-pressed environment, it is a rare policy-maker 
who has the capacity to access and interpret the relevant research at the precise 
moment it is needed; hence, organisational processes become crucial. The analyti-
cal capacity of organisations to use complex and multiple sources of information is 
likely influenced by institutional culture and the importance given to using research 
(including the role of media) (OECD 2007). For example, if there is an individual 
and organisational requirement or organisational norm that research knowledge is 
used during decision-making and implementation, and if access and capacity are 
sufficient in the organisation, there is a much higher likelihood that it will be used. 
However these capacities and requirements are very rarely built into governance 
systems, and are often the first elements of the process to be skipped when under 
time or budgetary pressure (OECD 2009; Burns et al. 2016).

Indeed a cynical corruption of the process does, unfortunately, occur: policy is 
formed, and then, with the expectation that it be based on research evidence, staff 
are tasked with finding the evidence that will support the already-developed policy. 
Although clearly subverting both the letter and spirit of the process, this behaviour 
makes clear that there are actually two discrete issues pertaining to the use of 
evidence: (1) the use of evidence in policy-making; and (2) the appropriate use of 
this evidence (Fazekas and Burns 2012).

The appropriate use of evidence for decision-making requires that administrators 
and educators themselves become experts in interpreting data and transforming it 
into knowledge. Schildkamp et al. (2014) identify three discrete categories of incor-
rect use of data: non-use, misuse, and abuse:

 1. Non-use: data is not collected or capacity is lacking to allow for its use. This also 
includes actors choosing not to use data that is contrary to their argument or 
beliefs.

 2. Misuse: data is poorly collected (quality concerns), incorrectly interpreted 
(analysis or capacity issues) or does not provide adequate answers to be useful 
for decision-making.

 3. Abuse: sample or data are manipulated to yield particular results, or the data 
results in unintended consequences (for example, narrowing the curriculum to 
improve student scores on tested subjects).

These are serious issues. Appropriate use of evidence for decision-making 
requires that local administrators and educators themselves become experts in inter-
preting data and transforming it into knowledge. This also requires a governance 
structure that allows for proper circulation and collection of data and provides the 
correct incentives for its use. It also requires being able to combine this data with all 
other available evidence, including research as well as teacher professional knowl-
edge. All of these elements: the capacity for use of data, the systemic mobilization 
of knowledge, and the ability to combine and make sense of multiple, varied sources 
of evidence, have in many senses been overlooked in the excitement and desire 
to provide the information and develop user-friendly web portals to display it. 
This human element has hitherto been an aspect that has not been fully addressed 
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by  current education systems (with the possible exception of the United Kingdom 
and the USA).

The next section will look at two cases of the use of evidence in action: Sweden 
and Flanders (Belgium).

 Use of Evidence in Action: Two Cases

 Sweden

Sweden set out an ambitious plan of education reform in the early 1990s, in which 
the responsibility for running public schools was decentralised to the municipalities 
(see Blanchenay et al. 2014, for the full case study). Taking place at the same time 
as a liberalisation of school choice, the decentralisation reform was intended to 
improve education and local education systems by increased demand sensitivity and 
competition. Schools were encouraged to compete for students by creating indi-
vidual emphases in their curricula. The reform created a system in which national 
goals would be set and monitored by the central administration, while decisions and 
responsibilities on how to reach those goals would be left with municipalities. 
Teachers could fulfil the goals based on their own interpretation and adopt practices 
considering individual student’s needs.

As part of this, a comprehensive system of data collection was developed and 
internet based portals were created to allow public access to achievement data (NAE 
2009; Carlgren 2009). At the same time, Sweden also took part in international tests 
such as TIMSS and PISA, and published those results. This public availability of 
school data was meant to stimulate competition among schools as the public could 
hold the municipalities accountable based on these data. Similarly, the municipali-
ties were meant to use the comprehensive data to inform decision-making and 
improve their educational practices. Interestingly, it is an example of the use of 
market mechanisms in order to improve the quality of public good (in this case, high 
quality and equitable education).

The sudden shift away from a traditionally centralised education system towards 
a decentralised one meant that municipalities had to quickly accommodate new 
responsibilities. Difficulties related to this shift were noticed early on by the central 
administration, particularly in terms of the capacity required to fill their new roles. 
These initial concerns were then confirmed by international surveys, in particular 
PISA, which revealed that the average student performance was deteriorating while 
the gap increased between and top- and bottom-performers.

The case study reveals that municipalities did not necessarily have adequate gov-
ernance structures or the internal culture to implement collaborative decision- 
making and widen input into decision-making processes (see also Lewin et  al. 
2014). In addition, they did not receive or seek capacity building or training to make 
this possible. In many cases, local government was unclear about the changes in 
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responsibilities the reforms entailed and did not provide adequate structures to 
facilitate the involvement of lower hierarchy levels in the decision-making process 
(see also NAE 2011). In turn, lower hierarchy levels did not want to be held respon-
sible for poor performance because of decisions taken at higher levels of local 
government.

Part of the challenge for municipalities was that the decentralisation reform was 
accompanied by deregulation and the introduction of school choice, thus giving 
parents and students more power at the same time that local authorities were handed 
individual responsibility or education. To some extent, this interaction restricted 
what the municipalities could do, in the sense that they were also answerable to 
increasingly well-informed parents and in competition with a strong set of indepen-
dent schools (see also Bunar et al. n.d). This has created a mismatch between knowl-
edge and power. Being held accountable by parents and the broader community 
additionally generated tension with the traditional hierarchical accountability of the 
municipalities to the central administration.

Although the reform intended for municipalities to manage education based on 
regular assessment of their performance against nationally set goals and require-
ments, in practice, municipalities relied heavily on a limited set of data and evidence 
(see also NAE 2011). Particular forms of evidence were prioritised, for example, 
media-friendly rankings that were deemed important politically even though they 
did not represent the depth and breadth of information necessary for making strate-
gic choices for the long-term development of education. Instead of carefully select-
ing and using indicators and research generated by the system, decision makers 
tended to prefer other sources of knowledge such as traditional spending choices, 
simple comparative measures (instead of holistic assessment of cause and effect). 
Although this was most marked in the smallest communities with the least capacity, 
it was, to some extent or other, present broadly across the entire system. In addition, 
this simplistic use of a limited type of evidence source was accompanied by a gen-
eral lack of self-assessment, and indeed a lack of capacity for the efficient use of 
resources to enable the smooth functioning of the system.

The capacity to use available data for thorough reflection and strategic decisions 
about education is fundamental to establish accountability relationships across lev-
els of the municipal administration and with community stakeholders. In order to 
understand the needs of the system, municipal authorities must use different sources 
of knowledge, including the experiences of local actors in defining and solving 
problems in schools and classrooms. This is a nuanced skill and process, which 
requires connections to relevant stakeholders, the forums and capacities to gather 
and use achievement and assessment data, and the ability to formalise and make 
explicit what is often tacit or procedural knowledge.

Using the lens of the evidence in education agenda, the Swedish case study 
(Blanchenay et al. 2014) revealed that simply making achievement data available 
did not immediately translate into stronger accountability regimes or indeed better 
achievement. Instead, truncated indicators were used and decisions did not suffi-
ciently harness knowledge by stakeholders at grassroots level. The preference to 
prioritise media-friendly rankings over a more nuanced set of evidence reveals the 
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challenge of evidence-informed decision making. When a wide range of data 
becomes available, individuals in charge might be tempted to select the indicators 
that will paint a more favourable picture for their (often short-term) goals (see also 
NAE 2011). As one interviewee in the case study stated, “one cannot blame [the 
municipal leaders] for being rational”.

The case study suggested a number of recommendations, including the 
following:

• Increasing local accountability, making use of all publicly available data and 
research and including expert guidance as well as enhancing the involvement of 
parents, the community and citizens more broadly.

• Building local capacity to gather and use the wealth of achievement and assess-
ment data available, with an emphasis on harnessing relevant expert knowledge, 
prioritising the creation of a broad and holistic culture of evaluation, and creating 
networks and mentoring relationships.

• Strengthening systemic strategic vision, including the appropriate use of data for 
strategic planning.

 Flanders (Belgium)

The Flemish education system is one of the most decentralised education systems 
and is characterised by a high degree of autonomy at the school level (see Rouw 
et al. 2016, for the full case study). The basis for school autonomy is the constitu-
tional principle of “freedom of education,” which gives any person the right to set 
up a school and determine its educational principles, as long as it fulfils the regula-
tions set by the Flemish Government. Furthermore, parents are allowed to choose 
and are guaranteed access to a school of their choice within reasonable distance of 
their residence, with funding allocated to schools on a per student basis. School 
governing bodies  – school boards  – have the autonomy to determine their own 
learning plan, choose their educational approach and teaching methods, and appoint 
their own staff. At the same time, every child in the country is entitled to receive a 
good quality education no matter which school she attends, which means that the 
Flemish Government has the responsibility of ensuring high-quality provision of 
education across the system. Therefore attainment targets were from the onset seen 
as a vital element of quality assurance arrangements in Flanders.

Moreover in a decentralized system there is always a risk of fragmentation and a 
wide variation of performance between schools and students. The results in both 
national and international tests prove that this is not an imaginary risk. The PISA 
(Programme for International Student Assessment) 2012 assessment for example 
showed that the difference in performance between the highest and lowest- achieving 
students is the second largest among all surveyed regions (OECD 2013). That is 
why attainment targets are also seen as a means to secure equity in the system, to 
prevent schools from lowering their expectations for particularly children from a 
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lower socioeconomic status background. In terms of this publication attainment tar-
gets are meant to serve at least the deliverance of two public goods, i.e. high-quality 
education and equity. For this reason schools that seek government recognition or 
public funding are required by the government to meet certain standards, among 
them not least the attainment targets.

Since the late 1990s, attainment targets have been applicable in primary and 
secondary education and adult education. Attainment targets are educational goals 
to be met by pupils in terms of knowledge, insight, attitudes and skills, both trans-
versal to the curriculum and subject-related. Attainment targets must be included in 
the elaboration of learning plans developed by school boards or umbrella organisa-
tions  – the organisations under which similar schools are grouped together. The 
Inspectorate oversees the completion of this task and also checks if students reach 
the attainment targets. Attainment targets are regularly renewed and expanded.

In terms of knowledge and evidence for practice and policy, there are two vital 
issues regarding the implementation of attainment targets. The first is if the system 
provides enough knowledge at all levels of the system but particularly at the school 
and classroom level to implement the attainment targets as intended. The second 
issue is if system players are provided with data and knowledge about the actual 
implementation of and achievement on attainment targets in order to learn and 
improve.

Within the Flemish education system there is a strong emphasis on the broad 
development of children. Many actors disapprove of system level standardised test-
ing for fear of narrowing assessment and evaluation of achievement to a limited 
number of cognitive measures (see also Ministry of Education and Training and 
University of Antwerp Edubron Research Group 2010). This explains why the 
Flemish system has no standard national examinations at the end of primary and 
secondary education. Schools are also primarily responsible for the assessment of 
student achievement both on attainment targets and other goals.

The system thus relies strongly on the capacity of school leaders and teachers, on 
their knowledge of subject content and pedagogy but also their knowledge of the 
development of children and their observational skills. Our research showed that 
many teachers seemed to lack knowledge of the rationale and underpinnings of the 
attainment targets. Furthermore the knowledge and use of new, more interactive 
pedagogies and appropriate assessment was unevenly distributed across schools and 
teachers (Rouw et al. 2016). Even more importantly, there was no coordinated and 
systemic effort to provide knowledge and build capacity across the system. It 
seemed as if the coordination force needed for such an effort was lacking, support 
to schools was provided rather fragmented and also missing the sustainability 
needed for a thorough change of pedagogies (see also Commissie Monard 2014).

Something similar can be said about data literacy and evaluation capacity at the 
level of schools as a whole. In many schools a culture of evaluation was underdevel-
oped and a reasonable amount of school leaders appeared reluctant to use system 
data to benchmark the achievement of schools (see also Ministry of Education and 
Training and University of Antwerp Edubron Research Group 2010 and OECD 
2011). This shows the vital role of beliefs in evidence based policy and practice. 
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It is not enough to provide schools with data and information, as the Flemish 
Ministry is doing. It is not even enough to build data and knowledge capacities, as 
long as beliefs about the usefulness of such data remain unchanged.

The knowledge function at system level seemed to be the most developed at the 
government level and at level of intermediate organisations operating as a mediator 
between the system and school level. Intermediary organisations hold a range of 
expertise and skills, from knowledge of policy processes to pedagogical knowledge. 
To measure system achievement a programme of national assessments has been in 
place delivering policy relevant information for quite some time. One of the per-
ceived strengths of the National Assessment Programme is that it covers a variety of 
subjects, from mathematics and languages to citizenship. It is not confined to two or 
three core subjects as many other system assessments are. Over the years, it has 
resulted in a rich and more well-rounded picture of the system. The Inspectorate not 
only functions as a catalyst for improvement in schools, but also provides informa-
tion on teaching and learning at an aggregated level.

That said, there is still room for improvement. The National Assessment 
Programme covers only two subjects each year. Consequently an annual picture of 
achievement in core subjects is missing just as insight in the development of achieve-
ment over a longer period of time. The Inspectorate does not report on achievement 
at student level but offers a more general picture on achievement at school level (see 
also Rekenhof 2011). Scientific research provides insights in beliefs and practices 
of teachers and school leaders, however not as up-to-date and comprehensive as 
necessary for a systematic and thorough knowledge of classroom practices. All-in- 
all it seems as if the relatively fast feedback cycles required in contemporary com-
plex systems with unpredictable and unintended effects are missing across the 
Flemish system.

The way forward for Flanders lies in joining forces in a powerful and sustainable 
effort in capacity building, particularly in data literacy and evaluation capacity. This 
is one step in building a culture of evaluation and feedback by providing the neces-
sary data and knowledge and even more questioning current beliefs and offering 
alternative stories of good education.

 Conclusions: The Evidence Agenda in Education (Reprise)

So what is the way forward? Just as the traditional policy cycle can no longer cap-
ture modern governance processes (Hallsworth et al. 2011), models of knowledge 
mobilisation and use must also be adapted for modern environments. This requires 
taking a step back to see how the various elements are being brought together, not 
just by researchers, but by decision-makers at all levels of the system. We argue that 
evidence-informed policy cannot be separated from the governance process, but 
rather must be seen as part of one ecosystem where the use and production of 
knowledge is linked to all elements of governance and decision-making for both 
policy and practice (Burns et al. 2016, see Fig. 8.1).
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Knowledge and evidence – in all their forms – can only lead to school improve-
ment if they are relevant, available in adequate quantity, and properly interpreted 
(O’Day 2002). Thorny questions about how best to incorporate teacher expertise 
and practitioner knowledge with more quantitative data sources need to be addressed. 
One of the biggest challenges is how best to balance the various sources of informa-
tion, especially if they are competing with each other (Nutley et al. 2007). Joining a 
broad set of literature, our work has identified a number of ways in which the use of 
evidence can be improved in educational decision-making: through building capac-
ity at the local level in Germany (Busemeyer and Vossiek 2015), encouraging self- 
reflection and a culture of evaluation in Poland (Mazurkiewicz et  al. 2014) and 
developing user-friendly platforms to access data in Sweden (Blanchenay et  al. 
2014).

Peer learning and networks can be a good way to build the capacity of the small-
est municipalities and schools to use research knowledge and apply it in practice, as 
seen in Norway (Hopfenbeck et al. 2013). And having a clear and easy way to com-
municate the effectiveness of a school or system is a very powerful way to motivate 
a broad set of stakeholders around a school or community, as demonstrated in the 
Netherlands (van Twist et al. 2013). The Flemish case shows the potential of mov-
ing beyond performance metrics to develop a holistic evaluation of system progress 
(Rouw et al. 2016).

Despite the various challenges, it is important to get it right. The use of evidence 
in educational policy-making is important to ensure efficient and equitable school 
systems that work to serve the public good. Although there has been a great deal of 
research in the area, a number of important questions remain (Burns and Köster 2016):

• What type of data should be collected (in particular, what balance between quali-
tative and quantitative data)? At which level? By whom? And what for?

• How well does access to data enable better accountability, with more carefully 
crafted incentives and responsibilities better tailored to local context? How can it 
be combined with other sources of evidence from research, teacher expertise, 
etc.?

Fig. 8.1 Analytical framework of governance and knowledge (Source: Burns et al. 2016)
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• What is the best way to create capacity for the use of evidence (among local 
decision-makers and central authorities, as well as school administrators and 
teachers)?

• Is it possible to have ‘too much’ evidence?
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Chapter 9
School Principals and Evidence Use: 
Possibilities and Problems for Preparation 
and Practice

Jeffrey S. Brooks, Mark Rickinson, and Jane Wilkinson

Abstract In this chapter, we review and critique the literature on school leadership 
preparation and evidence use. The chapter is organized into three sections. In “What 
is Evidence and What is evidence Use?” we explore distinctions in the ways that 
scholars and practitioners have come to conceptualize evidence use and consider the 
implications of various definitions for leadership practice. In the second section, 
“School Leadership Preparation and Evidence Use,” we examine various ways that 
programs around the world approach training prospective or sitting school leaders in 
pre-service programmes. This includes university-based programs, district/depart-
ment/state/national delivered programmes, those offered by private providers and 
partnerships between these various stakeholders. In doing so, we look both at pro-
gram design and program outcomes. The third section, “Evidence in Use: How 
Principals Use Evidence to Make Decisions”, we review and interrogate research 
that investigates this phenomenon, paying special attention to effective and ineffec-
tive strategies. The chapter concludes with recommendations for pre-service and in-
service development in relation to leadership and evidence use for the public good.

 Introduction

In this chapter, we review and critique the literature on school leadership prepara-
tion and evidence use. The chapter is organized into three sections. In “What is 
Evidence and What is evidence Use?” we explore distinctions in the ways that 
scholars and practitioners have come to conceptualize evidence use and consider the 
implications of various definitions for leadership practice. In the second section, 
“School Leadership Preparation and Evidence Use,” we examine various ways that 
programs around the world approach training prospective or sitting school leaders 
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in pre-service programmes. This includes university-based programs, district/
department/state/national delivered programmes, those offered by private providers 
and partnerships between these various stakeholders. In doing so, we look both at 
program design and program outcomes. The third section, “Evidence in Use: How 
Principals Use Evidence to Make Decisions,” we review and interrogate research 
that investigates this phenomenon, paying special attention to effective and ineffec-
tive strategies. The chapter concludes with a discussion of conclusions and recom-
mendations for pre-service and in-service development in relation to leadership and 
evidence use for the public good. In a sense, our chapter advance a conceptual argu-
ment based on a review of extant literature rather than case examples that illustrate 
key concepts. Our rationale for this approach is grounded in our belief that the field 
of educational leadership needs to reframe its orientation toward evidence use. As 
such, we feel our chapter constitutes a necessary contribution toward the end of 
thinking more deeply about evidence use in the preparation and practice of school 
administration.

 What Is Evidence and What Is Evidence Use?

Any exploration of the issues surrounding school principals and evidence use needs 
to start with a careful consideration of what is meant by ‘evidence’ and what is 
involved in its ‘use’. In debates about evidence use, conceptual starting points are 
significant. How one answers the question ‘What counts as evidence?’ and, more 
importantly, ‘What counts as good evidence?’, will have an important bearing on 
how one frames ideas about evidence in leadership preparation and practice. 
Similarly, how one conceptualises ‘evidence use’ and the processes and skills 
involved in ‘using evidence’ will fundamentally shape how one approaches the 
challenge of supporting school leaders to improve evidence use in schools.

 Views on Evidence

As a starting point, it is important to be clear that what counts as evidence is a com-
plex, contested and often politicised issue. As Nutley et al. (2007: 25) explain:

The attaching of labels such as ‘evidence’ or ‘research’ to particular types of ‘knowledge’ 
are in fact political acts. […] Assessing ‘what counts as evidence’ or ‘what counts as 
research’ involves not just technical objective judgements but also subjective and contextu-
alised assessments.

With this in mind, we want to flag up two ways in which ‘evidence’ can be con-
ceptualised too narrowly within debates about education and schools. In short, our 
argument is that efforts to enhance schools’ and school leaders’ use of evidence 
need to work from an understanding of evidence as broader than ‘research’ and not 
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limited to ‘data’. In addition, on the question of evidence quality, we want to stress 
the importance of judging quality in connection with the intended use, rather than 
as an absolute in isolation. Each of these three points – evidence as broader than 
research, evidence as more than data, evidence quality as connected with intended 
use – are now considered in turn.

Evidence as broader than research is about recognising that ‘research evidence’ 
is one type of evidence. While researchers may think of and speak about ‘research’ 
and ‘evidence’ interchangeably, studies of research users have shown that for school 
leaders, teachers and decision-makers ‘evidence’ often includes more than 
‘research’. Writing about educational policy-makers in the UK, for example, Sebba 
(2004) outlined three types of evidence that are used: data collected through national 
surveys for monitoring, evaluation and/or forecasting; inspection data generated 
through school inspections; and research evidence usually collected through exter-
nally commissioned research projects or programs. In a US study of evidence use 
within local school boards, Asen et al. (2013: 40) investigated six different types of 
evidence: research, experience, testimony, data, example, and law/policy. And in the 
concluding chapter of an edited volume on Leading the Use of Research and 
Evidence in Schools, Earl (2015: 148) emphasises how using evidence in schools 
can involve ‘attending to published research, gathering local data, referring to 
experts, considering personal experiences, social network analysis and big data ana-
lytics, just to mention a few’. Taken together, the common point that these studies 
flag up is that evidence in use can involve a number of different types in addition to 
research evidence.

Similarly, though, if seeing evidence and research as synonymous can be unhelp-
ful then so too can seeing evidence and data as one and the same. Developments 
around terms such as ‘data-based decision-making’ and ‘data-led school improve-
ment’ have led to a very strong focus on the analysis and use of performance data 
within and across schools and school systems. In the US context, for example, ‘the 
use of data in educational decision making is expected to span all layers of the edu-
cation system – from the federal to the state, district, school and classroom levels’ 
(Means et al. 2009: vii). One consequence of this focus on data use has been a ten-
dency in some quarters to see no real distinction between evidence use and data use. 
In an exploratory study involving interviews with 54 educators in a mid-sized US 
school district, for example, Finnigan et al. (2015: 140) found that:

Staff had narrow views of evidence, almost exclusively focusing on test scores or other 
administrative records and outcome data […] In fact, several interviewees equated ‘evi-
dence’ and ‘research evidence’ with standardized test scores.

Findings like this lead us to stress the importance of recognising that perfor-
mance data and other types of data are one form of evidence. In other words, discus-
sions about school leaders and evidence use should not be restricted to analysis and 
use of data but also encompass engagement in and with other forms of evidence, 
including research evidence.

So evidence needs to be understood in broad terms that include but go beyond 
‘research evidence’ on the one hand, and are not restricted solely to ‘performance 
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data’ on the other hand. But added to this, any consideration of evidence also needs 
to take into account questions surrounding evidence quality. It is clear that one of 
the pre-requisites for evidence use in educational practice is educators with skills in 
the critical evaluation of evidence in its many forms:

Educationalists at all levels need to be able to: retrieve and read evidence competently and 
undertake critical appraisal and analysis of that evidence according to agreed professional 
and scientific standards. (Davies 1999: 109)

It is important for school leaders […] to have mechanisms for determining the sources, 
credibility and technical adequacy of the evidence before they use it. (Earl 2015: 149)

One of the responses to this need has been the promotion of evidence hierarchies as 
a way to distinguish between different kinds of research evidence based on study 
design. There are many examples of these hierarchies all with slight differences but 
their common pattern is that ‘randomised experiments with clearly defined controls 
(RCTs) are placed at or near the top of the hierarchy and case study reports are usu-
ally at the bottom’ (Nutley et al. 2013: 10). The value and appropriateness of evi-
dence hierarchies within education and other social science fields has been the topic 
of considerable debate (see, for example, Nutley et al. 2013: 11–14). While much of 
this discussion goes beyond our purposes here, there is one criticism that is highly 
pertinent to evidence use in schools. That is, the argument that evidence hierarchies 
do not take sufficient account of how the evidence will be used. In other words, they 
pre-suppose a very particular type of use (evidence about what programs/practices 
are effective i.e. what works) and grade different types of evidence on that basis. But 
as Davies et al. (2008: 188) make clear the needs of practitioners and policy-makers 
can go well beyond questions about what works:

As well as knowledge about what works we need, for example, knowledge about the scale, 
source and structuring of social problems; practical knowledge to support effective pro-
gramme implementation in different contexts; and insights into the relationships between 
values and policy directions.

So, as argued by Nutley et al. (2013: 6), ‘What counts as good evidence […] 
depends on what we want to know, for what purposes, and in what contexts we 
envisage that evidence being used’. This takes us beyond the question of how we 
view ‘evidence’ to the equally important issue of how we understand ‘evidence use’.

 Conceptions of Evidence Use

It is easy for evidence use to be viewed as a relatively straightforward process, 
which fails to take account of the complexity and richness that it can involve. Nutley 
et al. (2007) in their analysis of how research is used across a range of social policy 
areas show how certain understandings of research use provide a better basis than 
others for developing strategies to promote research use. As they explain:

Our view is that interactive, social and interpretive models of research use – models that 
acknowledge and engage with context, models that admit roles for other types of knowl-
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edge, and models that see research use as being more than just about individual behavior – 
are more likely to help us when it comes to understanding how research actually gets used, 
and to assist us in intervening to get research used more. (Nutley et al. 2007: 319–320)

Building on this perspective, we want to underline the importance of nuanced 
understandings of evidence use. A helpful starting point for this is to recognise that 
evidence can be used in different ways. One well-established categorisation of evi-
dence use within the knowledge utilization literature, for example, draws distinc-
tions between:

• Instrumental evidence use – which ‘implies a concrete application of research, 
where the research has often been translated into a material or usable form’ and 
‘is used to direct specific decisions and/or interventions’;

• Conceptual evidence use – where ‘research may change one’s thinking but not 
necessarily one’s particular action … In this kind of research utilization, research 
informs and enlightens the decision-maker’; and

• Symbolic evidence use – which ‘involves the use of research as a persuasive or 
political tool to legitimate a position or practice’ (Estabrooks 2001: 283–4).

This categorization helps to flag up an important source of complexity in how 
evidence can be used, in that evidence can be used in ways that are more instrumen-
tal (evidence providing answers), more conceptual (evidence raising questions) and/
or more symbolic (evidence as ammunition). However, this is not the only source of 
complexity in how evidence gets used. Empirical and conceptual work on evidence 
use within and beyond education suggests that efforts to improve evidence use in 
practice need to recognise not only its varied purposes, but also its multiple scales, 
indirect character, active processes and demanding nature (Table 9.1).

Taken together, these various complexities of evidence use convey a process that 
at its heart is about sophisticated professional learning rather than ‘merely bringing 
new information about what works to bear on professional practice’ (Cordingley 
2004, p. 80). In other words, evidence use needs to be understood as ‘a pedagogic 
problem’ rather than a transmission problem (Bell et al. 2002, no page number). 
This takes seriously the idea that evidence does not speak for itself but needs to be 
engaged with, interpreted and contextualised for different professional settings and 
needs.

In connection with this reality, we find the notion of ‘evidence-informed’ leader-
ship more helpful than that of ‘evidence-based’ leadership because of its recogni-
tion that evidence works to complement, not replace, professional judgement and 
expertise. Evidence-informed practice, then, is about: ‘integrating professional 
expertise with the best external evidence from research to improve the quality of 
practice’ (Sharples 2013: 7). As such, it can be argued to represent ‘a more nuanced 
[view of] the link between research, policy, and practice’ (Biesta 2007: 5), based on 
a clear understanding that ‘judgements will always be needed about how to use the 
evidence derived from evaluative research’ (Chalmers 2005: 36, cited in Chalmers 
2005: 229).
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In summary, then, we are arguing that efforts to improve schools’ and school 
leaders’ use of evidence need to be clear that:

• Evidence is broader than ‘research’ and not limited to ‘data’;
• Evidence quality depends on its intended use as well as its methodological 

rigour, and;
• Evidence use is a complex, interactive and skilled process that informs (rather 

than replaces) professional judgement and expertise.

 School Leadership Preparation and Evidence Use

School leadership preparation and professional development programs have tradi-
tionally included fairly basic instruction in statistical procedures and techniques 
(Murphy 2001). In the early and mid-twentieth century, these skills were largely 
applied to school finance and a variety of management systems related to personnel 
issues (Murphy and Vriesenga 2006). From the early 1980s onward, preparation 

Table 9.1 Complexities of evidence use

Varied purposes i.e. 
purposes that can be 
instrumental, conceptual 
and/or symbolic

‘Much attention […] has been focused on instrumental uses of 
research, where research evidence has a concrete and demonstrable 
impact on the actions and choices of policy-makers and practitioners. 
However, we know that, on the ground, research and other forms of 
knowledge are often used in more subtle, indirect and conceptual 
ways: bringing about changes in knowledge and understanding, or 
shifts in perceptions, attitudes and beliefs’ (Davies et al. 2008: 189)

Multiple scales i.e. 
actions not only by 
individuals but also by 
institutions and groups 
of institutions

‘The dominant model of research use […] envisages individual 
policy makers and practitioners […] applying the evidence […] in 
their day-to-day work. […] The potential roles that research may 
play at the organisational and system levels thus remain relatively 
unexplored, although the evidence we have suggests such uses of 
research may well be important’ (Nutley et al. 2007: 302)

Indirect character i.e. 
connections and 
interactions are indirect 
rather than direct

‘Most of the connection [between researchers and research users] 
happens through third party mediation. The connections also run to 
varying degrees in both directions; that is, research production and 
mediation are also influenced by contexts of use’ (Levin 2004, p. 7)

Active processes i.e. 
active engagement and 
learning rather than 
passive reception and 
transfer

‘Practitioners/policy-makers must not be thought of as passive 
receptacles patiently waiting to receive advice and insight from 
research and researchers. For too long the literature on research 
utilisation and dissemination has implied a straight transmission 
model’ (Figgis et al. 2000, p. 347)

Demanding nature i.e. 
requiring skills and 
capacities that are 
relational as well as 
technical

‘Productive evidence-informed conversation [are] more than 
conversations with some attention to evidence […] The qualities that 
are required in these kinds of conversations are having an “inquiry 
habit of mind”, considering a broad range of “relevant evidence” and 
engaging in “learning conversations” [based on relationships of 
respect and challenge]’ (Earl and Timperley 2009: 3)
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and professional development programs for school administrators became gradually 
more concerned with connecting leadership to learning (Brooks and Miles 2006). 
As a result, preparation and professional development programs increasingly tried 
to develop the ability of principals to generate, interpret and design programs, inter-
ventions and supports related to student achievement outcomes and the curricular 
and pedagogical processes that undergird this work (Black and Murtadha 2007). 
This emphasis has ushered in a still-emerging era wherein school leaders ostensibly 
engage in data driven decision-making, practice leadership for learning and act as 
informed instructional and curricular leaders who have the information in hand to 
ensure that every child receives an equitable and excellent education. Sadly, numer-
ous studies indicate that very few classrooms, schools and school systems actually 
provide this sort of education. In order to better understand issues related to the 
practice of school leadership in relation to evidence use, it is instructive to examine 
research that describes how they are prepared and trained.

 Leadership Preparation Program Design

Although there are no universally accept approaches to pre-practice programming, 
several countries have formalized principal preparation and research indicates that 
school systems benefit from such activity (Darling-Hammond et al. 2007; Orr and 
Orphanos 2011; Orr 2007). Typically, the providers for such programs are universi-
ties, school districts/departments, private providers or some partnership of these 
groups working together (Brooks et al. 2010). School leadership preparation pro-
grams are routinely criticized for their “lack of connection between the nature of 
educational administration preparation programs and the crisis conditions facing 
many school administrators” (Cambron-McCabe 1999, 217). That said, Brooks 
et al. (2010) note that there are a variety of suggestions as to what should be done to 
decrease this gap. Some suggestions include:

• Leadership preparation standards linked to organizational efficiency, teaching 
and learning (Murphy 1990c)1;

• More stringent selection, entrance and certification requirements (Murphy 
1990a, b, c, d);

• A focus on research-based best practices. There are those who claim we already 
know what effective principals do (Hattie 2015; Leithwood et al. 2008; Marzano 
et al. 2005)2;

1 Alternately, some have argued for doing away with standards entirely (English, 2001, April; 
English 2003, Spring).
2 Others contend that we do not know what makes leaders “effective” or “successful,” and that 
leadership practice is instead idiosyncratic, context-bound and co-constructed among leaders and 
followers in an organization (Brooks 2006; Wolcott 1970).
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Put simply, the knowledge base of educational administration, if indeed there is 
‘a’ knowledge base, is the subject of great and ongoing debate (Brooks and Miles 
2006; Donmoyer et al. 1995).

Still, some scholars suggest that there are certain distinctive features of excellent 
leadership preparation programs. Jackson and Kelley (2002) identified several prac-
tices of exceptional and innovative programs in educational leadership:

• Clear vision drives program decisions and guides the development of coherent 
programs.

• Identifies, screens, and selects students based on leadership potential using a 
variety of criteria and sources to collect screen applicants.

• Offer a clear, well-defined curriculum based on the knowledge base needed to 
perform effectively in the administrator’s first years as a principal.

• Programs are developed through strong partnerships with local school districts/
departments. Districts help identify and screen applicants, provide in-kind sup-
port for maintenance of program operations.

• Instructional strategies are selected with students’ needs/characteristics and 
knowledge base in mind. Courses are often team taught with careful assignment 
of faculty to courses.

• Field experience is the primary tool for learning – coursework supports field-
work. Internships are longer, typically 600 or more hours

• Program structures develop stronger connections between students and between 
students and faculty members. Almost all are cohort-based.

• Programs are forums that explicitly discuss the values and decision-making pro-
cesses that underlie leadership.

But how much are aspiring principals trained to generate, analyse and use evi-
dence in their programs? While there is little research that addresses this specific 
question, Hess and Kelly (Hess and Kelley 2005) collected 210 course syllabi from 
56 programs in the United States and examined instructional activities during 2,424 
course weeks. Three of their findings shed light on the topic:

• Just 2% of 2,424 course weeks addressed accountability in the context of school 
management or school improvement and less than 5% included instruction on 
managing school improvement via data, technology, or empirical research;

• Eleven percent of 2424 course weeks made mention of or reference to statistics, 
data, or empirical research in some context, and;

• Eleven percent of course weeks dealt with instructional management issues like 
curriculum development, pedagogy, classroom management, and learning 
theory.

Though this is a small sample and an imperfect way to analyse leadership prepa-
ration programs, it is alarming to see how little time and attention is devoted to 
evidence use. Notably, the study does not take capstone projects into account, which 
typically employ a variety of qualitative and quantitative research approaches and 
use school-level data (Larson and Murtadha 2002).
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Finally, it is also important to consider the philosophical foundations of leader-
ship, and ask – what is the purpose of evidence use? Should school leaders be pre-
pared like researchers, so that they can conceptualize and conduct their own studies 
at the school, classroom or grade level? Should they play a primary role in assisting 
teachers to generate and interpret evidence in their classrooms? Should evidence be 
used for professional development, assessment of learning and teaching, for longi-
tudinal examination of performance over time? Should evidence be used for com-
pliance or performance measures? The answers to each of these questions, 
individually and collectively has implications for leadership preparation and 
practice.

Importantly, many scholars have argued that leadership preparation is not a 
value-free proposition, and must instead address the public good by seeking to ori-
ent aspirant leaders to a social justice perspective (Brooks and Brooks 2015; 
DeMatthews 2016). This means that as aspirant leaders are learning the skills, dis-
positions and knowledge that will ungird their subsequent work in the field, they 
must also be taught that evidence and evidence use have ethical dimensions, and 
that they can work toward equity in schools or exacerbate inequity (Johnson 2002). 
Thus, it is critical that those who prepare school leaders emphasize the notion that 
the purpose of evidence and evidence use is in the interest of the public good – that 
is, that it is there – to promote an equitable and excellent education for all children 
(Scheurich and Skrla 2003).

 Evidence in Use: How Principals Use Evidence  
to Make Decisions

 Principals Shape the Way Data Are Used in Schools

An increasing body of research is emerging in regard to the critical role played by 
principals in shaping and influencing how data and other forms of evidence and 
research are used in schools (Earl and Timperley 2009; Finnigan and Daly 2014; 
Hallinger and Murphy 2012; Levin 2010). That this should be the case is unsurpris-
ing given the significant body of evidence that has amassed over the past three 
decades which suggests the crucial nature of the principalship in driving school 
improvement. Key practices of principals that have been identified as supporting 
school improvement include: promoting and participating in teacher learning and 
development; planning, coordinating and evaluating teaching and the curriculum; 
establishing goals and expectations; strategic resourcing; and ensuring an orderly 
and supportive environment (Robinson 2007). For school improvement to be sus-
tained over time, however, requires “active skillful instructional school leadership” 
by both principals and teachers (Hallinger and Murphy 2013, p. 6). In this sense, 
instructional leadership is not an individual capacity possessed solely by the hero 
leader but is a collective process. Furthermore, it suggests an indirect “mediated 
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effects” model of leadership, that is, an “influence process through which leaders 
identify a direction for the school, motivate staff, and coordinate school and 
classroom- based strategies aimed at improvements in teaching and learning” 
(Hallinger and Murphy 2013, p. 7).

The impact of government policies mandating educational reform such as No 
Child Left Behind or Race to the Top in the USA, along with similar policy moves 
in Anglophone nations such as England, Canada and Australia has refocused the 
gaze on the principal as key instructional leader. As such instructional leadership is 
no longer an optional extra but an imperative for principals and in Anglophone 
nations at least, is being driven by increasingly vigorous accountability regimes 
such as the adoption of principal standards (Hallinger and Murphy 2013). The use 
of a variety of forms of evidence including a range of data and research can inform 
school improvement in relation to how both students and teachers are performing. It 
can identify schools’ weaknesses and strengths and inform decisions about where 
best to locate resources (Fullan 2016). In essence, the effective use of data/evidence 
and research to inform school improvement changes is now considered to be a foun-
dational aspect of instructional principals’ educational ‘toolkit’. The broader policy 
imperatives which underpin principal data use suggest that how data are employed 
and shaped by principals in steering school-wide instructional programs is not 
solely about thoughtful, evidence-informed professional practice. It also calls atten-
tion to the reality that such practice is highly politicised, contested and complex and 
is invariably a “political act…” (Nutley et al. 2007, p. 25).

In relation to shaping the way data, research and other forms of evidence are used 
in schools, the principal’s role is crucial for a number of reasons. Principals play a 
critical role in guiding professional conversations about changed teaching practices 
so that dialogue remains clearly focused on evidence of student learning (e.g., 
through performance student data) rather than slipping into a deficit mode which 
focuses on what teachers cannot control such as out-of-school factors (Earl 2009). 
Principals as leaders play a key role in nurturing or disrupting how research is used 
in schools depending on how they conceive of what constitutes valid evidence 
(Coburn and Talbert 2006, as cited in Levin 2010, p. 491). Small practices send 
crucial messages in schools about how a principal regards research. Regular timeta-
bling of discussion of research implications at staff meetings, for instance, sends a 
powerful message about the utility of research and can increase staff receptivity 
(Levin 2010). Despite principals’ and districts’ increasing awareness of the impor-
tance of research (Cooper and Levin 2013), it is still uncommon to have a nomi-
nated person whose job it is to source important and relevant research for schools 
and districts (Levin 2010). Yet the existence of designated roles for research and 
data use was “one of the strongest factors distinguishing school districts in the US 
with higher levels of such use” (Coburn et al. 2009, as cited in Levin 2010, p. 312).

The use of a range of data such as “district standards, report cards, and classroom 
observations” by principals and districts can assist educators to more effectively 
identify and target the professional development needs of staff (Messelt 2004 as 
cited in Young Yoon 2016, p. 3). Principals’ use of a variety of forms of credible data 
and research with teachers, can enhance teachers’ understanding of students’ learn-
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ing progress, thus increasing teacher buy-in and support for undertaking new 
reforms (Young Yoon 2016). Increasing teacher buy-in is a crucial element in 
enhancing students’ learning with a recent study of students’ reading achievement 
in high poverty elementary schools finding that schools which had a higher level of 
teacher buy in had students who performed significantly better in their reading com-
pared to schools with lower levels of teacher buy in (Young Yoon 2016). 
Administrative support was crucial for teacher buy in (Young Yoon 2016).

 Utopia Versus Reality Versus Dystopia

There is an increasing body of research suggesting the importance of the principals’ 
role in shaping how data is used in schools, and the links to effective data, research 
and evidence use and school improvement. However, there remains a disconnect 
between the messy reality of current principal and district practices in relation to 
data, research and evidence use and the ideals and drivers behind current account-
ability systems. In other words, there is a significant “knowing-doing gap” between 
principal, school and district practices and evidence use systems on the one hand, 
and accountability systems on the other hand (Ball 2012, as cited in Sheard and 
Sharples 2016, p. 669).

The reasons for this gap lie in a number of major barriers and challenges to prin-
cipals’ effective use of data in school improvement efforts. First of all, schools and 
principals are not islands. They do not work in isolation but in the USA and many 
other national systems are part of educational districts and systems. Recent research 
into the role of districts in regard to school principals and evidence use suggests that 
district “brokers” such as area superintendents in the USA were key mediators of 
state and federal policies and played a “critical role in selecting evidence, develop-
ing knowledge, and supporting the use of data” for schools and principals (Finnigan 
and Daly 2014, p. 14). Worryingly, the study suggested that access and use of evi-
dence to drive school improvements was inconsistent across and within districts, 
with principals of low performing schools gaining the least amount of access to 
district evidence (Finnigan and Daly 2014).

A further study of research use by leaders in Canadian educational districts found 
that principals used research when devising their school annual plans and improve-
ment plans as part of their growing awareness of the importance of research (Cooper 
and Levin 2013). However, with one exception, districts had fairly poor processes 
and systems for locating relevant and credible research, and for sharing and using 
such research with their schools (Cooper and Levin 2013). There was a “modest use 
of research in meetings and events” (Cooper and Levin 2013, p. 8). Research was 
extensively drawn on in professional development of principals but educational 
leaders reported that professional development had less of an impact on their prac-
tices than “personal experience and interaction with colleagues” (Cooper and Levin 
2013, p. 8).

9 School Principals and Evidence Use: Possibilities and Problems…



170

Other barriers to effective evidence use by principals and schools include avoid-
ance strategies in which principals (but also system leaders and teachers) “wished 
the data away” (MacBeath 2001, as cited in Timperley and Earl 2009, p.  126). 
However, when support is provided to build the capacities required by principals 
and other leaders to thoughtfully analyse and employ data and other forms of evi-
dence to shape improvement strategies, these kinds of avoidance strategies disap-
peared (Timperley and Earl 2009). The time to lead learning versus attending to the 
myriad of daily management tasks required of principals was also a significant bar-
rier (Hallinger and Murphy 2013). This is where professional development for prin-
cipals is crucial.

 Professional Development

A number of suggestions emerge from the research in regard to how principals use 
evidence to make decisions. They focus on the importance of professional develop-
ment and training that is not ‘one-off’ or formulaic. Moreover, they highlight the 
tight nexus between efforts to build the capacity of principals to engage thoughtfully 
and strategically with evidence and district improvement initiatives. Firstly, princi-
pals’ practices in using evidence to make decisions are tightly coupled with the 
practices of education districts in which they and their schools are nested. Hence, at 
district level, research suggests the need for districts to focus on a small number of 
top priorities, with mechanisms by which schools are networked with one another, 
rather than schools and principals working in isolation from one another (Cooper 
and Levin 2013). Secondly, professional development for principals in developing 
the skills to distinguish between what counts as legitimate evidence and what is 
suspect is crucial (Earl and Timperley 2009). However, developing these skills 
along with training in how to move from “evidence to meaningful and targeted 
action based on the analysis of multiple and sometimes conflicting data sources” is 
a “very steep learning curve” (Earl and Timperley 2009, p. 11). This is where dis-
tricts and system-wide support is required so that principals can be provided with 
the necessary opportunities to learn and practise these skills so that they become 
part of their inquiry disposition.

Levin (2010) argues that a key characteristic of all professional development 
should be discussion of research, particularly in terms of determining the current 
state of play in regard to knowledge and how that knowledge can be incorporated 
into schools and districts in regard to what needs to be done differently. Such 
 strategies, combined with the building of relationships with researchers that subject 
research to interrogation and debate, along with educators sharing their learning 
from graduate programs should become essential features of school and district 
professional practices (Levin 2010). These strategies would help to foreground the 
pedagogical nature of evidence use in ways that would support, rather than under-
mine, educational leaders’ efforts to develop evidence-informed, rather than 
evidence- driven, practices.
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 Implications, Recommendations, Conclusions

It is important to recognize that the way school leaders use evidence is based on 
their philosophical assumptions, their training and their context. In some ways, the 
fields of both scholarship and practice have been slow to embrace the potential of 
thoughtful evidence use and have an impoverished view of the topic that empha-
sizes a few poorly understood outcomes. As such, it is critical for school leaders and 
those who train and study them to begin developing a more nuanced perspective on 
both evidence and on school leadership. In particular, we argue that school leader-
ship and evidence use should be considered as a continuum of knowledge and skills 
that spans the entire range of preparation and practice. If school leaders acquired 
foundational skills and knowledge in pre-service preparation programs and were 
taught a nuanced perspective on evidence use that included more than simple input- 
outcome relationships, their practice would be greatly enhanced.

In sum, we argue that if principals are to act in the public good, they must under-
stand that evidence and evidence use are highly politicized, and that they have the 
potential to facilitate a more (or less) equitable education for students (Brooks et al. 
2007; DeMatthews 2016; Jean-Marie et al. 2009). To be sure, subsequent empirical 
studies need to explore these issues in both preparation programs and in practice. 
We hope that in some ways we have helped lay a conceptual foundation for these 
studies. Leaders, and those who prepare them, must understand that a social justice 
orientation toward the teaching and practice of leadership is necessary in order to 
address systemic inequities in school and society (Brooks et al. 2016; Brooks and 
Brooks 2015; Normore and Brooks 2014).
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Chapter 10
Guiding Principles for Evaluating Evidence 
in Education Research

Sarah Kay McDonald and Barbara Schneider

Abstract Based on their experiences from their work with two national initiatives 
designed to reform educational practice in U.S., the authors present seven guiding 
principles of evidence-based/informed educational policy and research to lay the 
foundation for making rigorous and comprehensive judgments about what evidence 
and scientific research designs should be taken into account when scaling-up educa-
tional reforms to serve the public good. The authors further provide case examples 
from US with a clear potential to both utilize and generate evidence in the public 
interest including educational research studies that seeks to support underrepre-
sented groups in preparing for and achieving successful transitions to postsecondary 
education and careers, in STEM and other fields. The authors conclude that educa-
tional researchers have a critical role to play in providing decision-makers with the 
tools to judge the evidence to serve public good.

The improvement of the education system has been a constant concern to educators 
and policymakers both within the U.S. and abroad and it has assumed a position of 
national and international significance unparalleled in previous decades. Never 
before have we seen so much attention by governments, philanthropic 

S.K. McDonald 
National Science Foundation, Arlington, VA, USA 

B. Schneider (*) 
College of Education, Michigan State University, East Lansing, MI, USA
e-mail: bschneid@msu.edu

Mistaking no answers in practice for no answers in principle is 
a great source of moral confusion – Sam Harris

mailto:bschneid@msu.edu


176

organizations, and social media directed at the transformation of school organiza-
tions, teacher evaluation systems, instruction, and assessments. In the U.S. alone, in 
2010, President Obama awarded over $4.5 billion dollars for education reform 
through the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act. That same year the Bill & 
Melinda Gates Foundation awarded an additional half a billion dollars to early 
learning and college-ready education initiatives.1

Why is education drawing such attention and resources? Two major problems 
continue to plague many world-wide educational systems. First, is the continuing 
achievement gap between more socially advantaged students and those with fewer 
social and economic resources in elementary, secondary school, and higher educa-
tion (Duncan and Murnane 2011; Chmielewski 2014). In some countries, these 
achievement gaps are also confounded by race and ethnicity and immigration status 
(OECD 2015). For several decades in the U.S. the average performance of white 
students has surpassed that of blacks and Hispanics.2 Recent projections indicate 
that these trends are likely to persist at least in the near future (Reardon 2011).

Second, is differential access to quality schools, postsecondary education, and 
job training. In the U.S. the number of minorities in low-paying, non-skilled jobs 
continues to be disproportionately higher than that of whites (U.S. Department of 
Labor 2011). These trends reflect, in part, the lower numbers of minorities complet-
ing postsecondary degrees compared to whites (National Science Foundation 2010). 
Similar to the U.S., many countries throughout the globe have also been challenged 
with improving secondary school completion rates and access to higher education 
and training among all students regardless of their family characteristics. Problems 
of inequity of educational access and opportunity are also predicted to escalate with 
the increases in immigrants seeking refugee from political unrest in the Middle East 
and several African nations (OECD 2015).

Educational developers and researchers have responded to these problems by 
designing interventions that create new pedagogical tools, instructional content, and 
assessments to narrow the achievement gap. One area of particular emphasis has 
been teacher quality including reforms such as alternative routes to teacher certifica-
tion, merit-pay, and evaluation practices. Other types of reforms for enhancing access 
include changes in school structure and programs that offer a more successful transi-
tion into postsecondary education and the labor market, including national initiatives 
such as the Knowledge is Power Program (KIPP) and local initiatives such as the 
Chicago-based Urban Prep Academies.3 Considerable investments have also been 

1 American Recovery and Reinvestment Act. (Pub.L.11-5); Gates Foundation: http://www.gates-
foundation.org/united-states/Pages/measures-of-effective-teaching-fact-sheet.aspx
2 Results of the 2009 NAEP for U.S. high school seniors found no significant changes in the gap 
between white and black students’ reading scores from 1992 to 2009, and no significant change 
between white and black or Hispanic students’ mathematics scores from 2005 to 2009 (NCES 2011).
3 KIPP (http://www.kipp.org/) is “based around high expectations for student achievement; com-
mitment to a college preparatory education by students, parents, and faculty; devotion of time to 
both educational and extracurricular activities; increased leadership power of school principals; 
and a focus on results through regular student assessments” (U.S.  Department of Education, 
Institute of Education Sciences, What Works Clearinghouse 2010). Urban Prep is a Chicago-based 
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made in leveraging the power of technology to support student learning (e.g., through 
data visualization tools, online learning communities, intelligent tutoring systems, 
and computer games and virtual environments) and access to postsecondary educa-
tion.4 Despite the large number of initiatives being piloted, some have proved disap-
pointing when adopted at scale, while others have had a more successful trajectory.

One major innovation that has been successfully scaled is Success for All (SFA), 
a comprehensive whole-school reform approach to improvement that incorporates 
research-based curriculum materials, professional development, assessment and 
data-monitoring tools, and activities that facilitate family involvement and commu-
nity support. First implemented in a single school in Baltimore, Maryland, 25 years 
later the Success for All Foundation serves over 2000 schools in 46 U.S. states and 
offers assistance to projects in five other countries.5 In 2010, the Foundation was the 
recipient of a $50 million grant from the U.S. Department of Education’s Investing 
in Innovation program to scale-up the program to reach over half a million addi-
tional elementary school students. Key to the success of SFA has been the robust 
evidence of its positive impact on student learning. Multiple evaluations have been 
conducted on SFA including an independent study that showed it met the criteria for 
the strongest evidence of effectiveness, indicating significant positive effects and 
replication in multiple contexts including schools likely to adopt and implement 
SFA (Borman et al. 2003, 2007). Other more recent independent positive evalua-
tions of SFA include an assessment of major comprehensive education reforms by 
Rowan et al. (2009) and another by MDRC funded by the U.S. federal government 
showing that SFA was especially effective in schools with students having low pre- 
literacy skills (Quint et al. 2015).

While not without its critics, the SFA program is notable both for its acknowledged 
impacts and for its commitment to amassing a rich and deep research base that has 
informed its development and implementation. Few interventions have such a track 
record of evidence warranting scale-up. Rather, the educational research landscape 
remains heavily populated by small studies with disparate findings and less rigorous 
evaluations. This uneven evidential base of research might explain why educational 
studies have had such a limited role in formulating public policy. Scholars have argued 
that strong evidence on its own is rarely sufficient to explain how public policy agen-
das are shaped and enacted (Weiss 1989; Stevenson 2000). Their position has been 
that research, whether in the U.S or in other countries, rarely provides definitive 
answers or prescribes specific policies (see, e.g., Weiss 1982; U.K., House of Commons 

initiative operating in the only all-male public schools in the state of Illinois to “provide a compre-
hensive, high-quality college preparatory education that results in graduates succeeding in college” 
(see http://www.urbanprep.org/about/historvlindex.asp).
4 See, Dynarski and Scott-Clayton (2007) and Hoxby (2007). Other examples of online resources 
on the college selection and application processes in the U.S. include the National Center for 
Education Statistics College Navigator (http://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator) and the American 
Council on Education, Lumina Foundation for Education, and Ad Council’s KnowHow2GO 
(http://www.knowhow2go.org/).
5 See the Success for All Foundation’s ‘Our Story’, retrieved February 22, 2011 from http://www.
successforall.org/About/story.html
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2006). Instead, research often plays a ‘framing’ function, shaping discourse, concep-
tualizations, and the ways problems and potential solutions are formulated.

Times have changed, however, and whereas policy makers may once have dis-
counted educational research, that does not seem to be the case today. Policymakers 
now value reforms like SFA that produce statistically sound results that can be used 
to inform educational decisions. In the U.S. this press for evidence accountability 
encompasses the entire educational system from the federal government to local 
school districts. The most obvious example of this was the enactment of the No 
Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) (Public Law 107–110), with its reliance on data to 
sanction schools based on their lack of academic performance. State and local 
school districts were mandated to collect, validate, and transmit massive amounts of 
student, school, and teacher performance data on the effectiveness of their educa-
tional systems.

NCLB had a rocky road of implementation, caught in a net of local and state dis-
satisfaction and bipartisan political conflict all of which delayed reauthorization of 
the next bill for over a decade. Finally, in 2015, a new federal education bill the, 
Every Student Succeeds Act (Pub. L. 114–95), was ratified. While permitting states 
more flexibility in determining standards for measuring school and student perfor-
mance, the general public and its legislatures, continued to press for testing, report-
ing, and accountability on the progress of all students and their schools. This 
emphasis on testing and accountability, although somewhat more relaxed than the 
previous legislation, corresponds to a more world-wide movement to measure the 
status and improvement of student learning and teacher and school effectiveness.

This trend toward amassing data for purposes of decision making has been aug-
mented by a number of activities, one of which is the development of research 
organizations and associations designed to highlight experimental and quasi- 
experimental studies and methods. Some of these organizations include the Society 
for Research on Educational Effectiveness (SREE, https://www.sree.org), the What 
Works Clearinghouse in the U.S., and the Campbell Collaboration (which includes 
health, social sciences and education), all of which compile lists of robust studies 
that rely on evidence for decision-making.6 Older, more established education asso-
ciations both in the U.S. and around the world are also revamping and professional-
izing their organizations to reflect these new demands for rigorous education 
research. Organizations such as the American Educational Research Association 
(AERA, https://www.aera.org) have and continue to be committed to these goals 
and exercise leadership in these areas, including assisting in the formation of the 
World Education Research Association (WERA, https://www.wera.org), an interna-
tional society with a similar purpose.

6 The What Works Clearinghouse is an initiative of the U.S. Department of Education’s Institute of 
Education Sciences which ‘develops and implements standards for reviewing and synthesizing 
education research’ (http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/aboutus). The Campbell Collaboration is an 
‘international research network that produces systematic reviews of the effects of social interven-
tions’ (http://www.campbellcollaboration.org/aboutus/index.php). The Society for Research on 
Educational Effectiveness seeks to advance and disseminate research on the causal effects of edu-
cation interventions, programs, and policy (http://www.sree.org/pages/mission.php).
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Even though there has been a general sentiment for more rigorous research 
within the education community, there has been considerable attention regarding 
the methodology and criteria for determining what works and what does not 
(National Research Council 2002; Walters et al. 2008), with some critics arguing 
against standards for evaluating educational programs and practices. Policymakers 
have strongly pressed for only making investments in education reforms, particu-
larly those with public resources, on robust evidence. However, the field’s ability to 
produce such an evidence base seems incompatible with many reform timelines. 
One exception to speed the process of evidence-informed reform is being tested at 
The Carnegie Foundation for Teaching and Learning.

Spearheaded by its President, Anthony Bryk, the Foundation is working on 
implementing reforms using the modified 90-day cycle for researching and assess-
ing innovative ideas employed by the Institute for Healthcare Improvement (see 
Bryk 2015). Bryk began by using this model to explore whether math-intensive 
programs can move students in community colleges out of developmental math 
courses (Yamada and Bryk 2016) and has now applied the model to other reforms 
that can be quickly implemented in educational systems. The intent of Bryk’s plan 
is to re-engineer educational research to one that promotes an improvement science 
that addresses the complexity and variability in school performance within a shorter 
more productive time frame (Bryk 2015).

One of the most beneficial outcomes of efforts to truncate the research and devel-
opment cycle may be embracing more realistic expectations regarding the roles edu-
cational research can and should play for informing reform. This chapter is designed 
to define some of the principles for making sound judgments about research quality 
and what evidence should be taken into account in making decisions regarding edu-
cational practices and policies, especially for those interventions designed for scale-
 up. At issue is not just the strength of evidence that can be attributed to specific 
interventions (determining what works), but establishing the contexts (e.g., class-
room, school, neighborhood) and populations (e.g., demographic characteristics) 
for which it is likely to work equally well (e.g., generalizability of effects). The 
principles here reflect current work being conducted by social scientists working in 
diverse national and international settings and our work with two U.S. national ini-
tiatives designed to articulate what considerations need to be taken into account 
when bringing promising interventions to scale (Schneider and McDonald 2007; 
Milesi et  al. 2014). Principles are merely touchstones; even if scientifically 
grounded, their use is subject to the will of decision makers. Our intent is simply to 
lay the foundation for making sound judgments about the nature of evidence that 
should be taken into account when scaling-up educational reforms.

 Principle 1: Gauging the Impact on Learning

One of the first issues to consider in weighing the value of evidence is its potential 
impact on advancing knowledge of learning and instruction. Whether studying ped-
agogy, redesigns of school organizations, or new technologies, the fundamental 
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issue is if the intervention impacts learning outcomes. It is important to consider the 
theory upon which the intervention is based, how it has been tested over time, and 
how it affects different populations in diverse settings. One example that meets 
these criteria is the Carnegie Learning Cognitive Tutor®, developed by John 
R. Anderson and colleagues.

For decades, psychological experiments have generated data about humans’ atten-
tion to and perceptions of their external environment, including reasoning, memory, 
problem solving, and decision-making. Anderson integrated these ideas into a single 
unified theory of cognition which models how humans perceive, organize, think 
about, and act upon knowledge.7 This blueprint of human information processing 
suggested opportunities to stimulate learning through intelligent computer- based 
tutoring systems. Critical to the model is the notion that knowledge is strengthened 
with use. This is the theory upon which he developed a tutoring system that focuses 
on active engagement with and use of knowledge (see Ritter et al. 2007a). Initial field 
tests suggested that the tutors were more successful with some teachers than others, 
a finding that led the investigators to focus more closely on the enacted curriculum 
(i.e., what was actually occurring in classrooms). Consequently, the team expanded 
on its work to develop a curriculum that could be embedded within the tutor.

Over time, Carnegie Learning’s Cognitive Tutors have been tested in studies using 
some of the most rigorous designs supporting causal inference, with numerous stu-
dent and teacher populations and outcome measures. The methodological approach 
here is a randomized control trial in which the treatment condition is measured against 
a control condition taking into account potential assignment counterfactual condi-
tions (Holland 1986; Imbens and Rubin 2010; Rubin 2005). Positive impacts of the 
tutor on students’ mathematics learning and achievement have been found in numer-
ous middle-school, secondary school, and higher education settings in California, 
Colorado, Florida, Oklahoma, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Texas, Washington, and 
Wisconsin. Controlled comparison field trials (utilizing matched control groups and 
quasi-experimental designs) and other robust statistical analyses demonstrate signifi-
cant improvements in student learning attributable to the Cognitive Tutor of student 
learning (e.g. SAT, Iowa Algebra Aptitude Test, and problem situations and multiple 
representations tests). On the positive side, an independent evaluation that met the 
What Works Clearinghouse evidence standards found significant increases in first 
semester grades and other learning measures including scores on the ETS Algebra I 
end-of-course exam.8 But even with these successful evaluations, a U.S. Department 
of Education study found no significant differences between the Cognitive Tutor ver-
sus a control condition (see Campuzano et al. 2009). Should we discount this evi-
dence or recognize that there will be instances where results will not replicate?

7 Anderson’s original Adaptive Control of Thought (ACT) theory of human cognition was first 
described in Anderson, 1976; elaborated in 1983; and refined into the ACT-R (Adaptive Control of 
Thought-Rational) theory for understanding and stimulating cognition, 1993, which is the founda-
tion of the Cognitive Tutor software.
8 For additional information see Ritter et al. (2007a, b). For a review of this study, see the WWC 
July 2009 Intervention Report on the Cognitive Tutor® Algebra I available online at http://ies.
ed.gov/ncee/wwc/pdf/wwccogtutor072809.pdf
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Reproducibility of studies, especially ones like this with multiple conditions and 
unusual contextual factors, including implementation procedures are part of con-
ducting work in classrooms not laboratories. There are no silver bullets for improv-
ing all students’ mathematical learning at this time. Nevertheless, we should 
continue to investigate different designs especially those that take advantage of 
emerging technologies. The important message here is the value of solid theoreti-
cally driven interventions that allow for strategic iterative evaluations which iden-
tify factors that influence their success and the contextual conditions that undermine 
their effectiveness.

 Principle 2: Knowing What to Measure

Having established a study’s potential to improve our knowledge base regarding 
learning, it is important to consider how the outcomes of interest should be mea-
sured. At issue is whether the metrics proposed are calibrated to detect meaningful 
change. From the investigator’s perspective, key considerations include: how well 
the metrics capture constructs of interest; whether the process of assigning values to 
measure change is sufficiently transparent to enable replication; and whether the 
costs of developing, collecting, coding, and analyzing proposed metrics will yield 
information of commensurate value. From the perspective of the decision maker, 
the key criterion is whether what is being measured is the relevant outcome for 
observing, assessing, and enabling a policy change.

An example of educational research that underscores the importance of employ-
ing assessments to detect specific changes in learning is the BioKIDS: Kids’ Inquiry 
of Diverse Species intervention developed by Nancy Songer and colleagues. Like 
the Cognitive Tutor, BioKIDS integrated new curricular units with innovative tech-
nologies (in this case, handheld devices for students’ use). Focusing on elementary 
and middle school students in high-poverty urban classrooms, BioKIDS fostered 
the development of inquiry thinking skills while providing instruction in life science 
content. Using their schoolyard environments, students explored biodiversity, track-
ing animals and logging data on personal digital assistants (PDAs). The students’ 
observational data were explored through a carefully scaffolded series of activities 
designed to foster inquiry-based science learning.9

The Songer team recognized the inadequacy of standard science assessments to 
detect the outcomes targeted by the BioKIDS intervention. Evaluating students’ 
ability to engage in complex reasoning about scientific ideas required alternative 
forms of assessment. Developing an assessment that identified and calibrated stu-
dents’ reasoning capacity became central to measuring the impacts of the interven-
tion. The BioKIDS team partnered with researchers on the Principled Assessment 
Design for Inquiry (PADI) project to develop high quality assessments of science 

9 For additional information on BioKIDS see the project’s web site at http://www.biokids.umich.
edu/
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inquiry aligned with the goals of the intervention and informed by emergent think-
ing regarding the science and design of assessment.10

With the new metric, Songer’s team disentangled “students’ content knowledge 
from their complex reasoning abilities,” vital for developing students’ capacity not 
only to master content knowledge but also to interpret data and formulate scientific 
explanations. More generally, empirical evaluations of the BioKIDS intervention 
and its assessment system enhanced the development of both curricular units and 
the assessments, while demonstrating statistically significant and substantively 
meaningful improvements in student achievement (see e.g., Songer et  al. 2009, 
2007; BioKIDS, University of Michigan 2005). Impressive as student standardized 
achievement tests were, Songer singled-out the insensitivity of standardized tests to 
evaluate complex thinking about science’ as “perhaps the most important aspect of 
this work” (Songer et al. 2009: 628).

Importantly, the challenges of assessing rich and multi-faceted effects of inter-
ventions that seek to improve content knowledge and deeper thinking skills are not 
unique to BioKIDS. Standardized tests are often poorly aligned with innovative cur-
ricula and are insensitive to changes new interventions seek to foster (see e.g., 
Pellegrino et al. 2001, 2014) For this reason, it is unwise to dismiss interventions 
incapable of producing higher scores on existing metrics; instead, it is important to 
ask whether existing metrics are misaligned with the interventions designed to 
attain them. Critical questioning of metrics is a natural component of any improve-
ment process. Defaulting to traditional measures is unlikely to prove helpful in 
advancing new knowledge and skill sets. Weighing evidence, then, it is always 
important to ask “are we measuring what we ought to measure?”, and to consider 
when it may be necessary to augment the assessment repertoire with new metrics 
for gauging impacts on learning.

 Principle 3: Employing Standards of Scientific Design

There are many types of study designs, all of which have important roles to play in 
understanding educational phenomena. In deciding among them a key consider-
ation is how confident the investigator needs to be in examining the nature of rela-
tionships she posits or observes among educational outcomes and other variables of 
interest. Important differences in individual research objectives notwithstanding, 
any study which aims to generate evidence to inform educational policy or practice 
fundamentally strives to illuminate potentially causal connections. How secure we 
need to be in our assessments of these connections varies at different stages in the 

10 The Principled Assessment Designs for Inquiry (PADI) project builds on developments in mea-
surement theory, technology, cognitive psychology, and science inquiry, implementing the evi-
dence-centered assessment design (ECD) framework (see http://padi.sri.com). For additional 
information on the BioKIDS/PADI collaboration and details of the assessment system, see Songer 
et al. (2009), and Gotwals and Songer (2006).
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research and development cycle. The first stage of the research cycle is to provide 
proof of concept for innovations. Initial proof of concept tests may tolerate some 
ambiguity, but by the time we move to the next stage of the experimental cycle 
(establishing efficacy trials), gaps in logic models cannot be overlooked. By the 
time one is testing a fully scaled intervention with an effectiveness trial, the design 
should provide solid evidence of cause and effect.

Scientific design standards are invaluable for constructing investigations that 
yield evidence for eventually meeting requirements for scale-up. Properly applied, 
they increase the likelihood that robust and credible evidence rather than compel-
ling stories will provide the foundations for policy initiatives. Likelihood is not, 
however, certainty; even the best designs may yield evidence of questionable value – 
for example, when plagued by circumstances (such as attrition) beyond the investi-
gator’s control, or when concerns with establishing the cause of an effect overwhelm 
attention to moderators which may condition and constrain impact.

An example of a program of educational research that over a decade employed a 
wide range of robust designs to establish causal connections was conducted by 
Barbara Foorman and colleagues. Working in Texas and Florida, Foorman devel-
oped, piloted, refined, tested, and scaled two evidence-based reading interventions. 
The first intervention was designed for teachers to establish appropriate learning 
objectives for each student and provide individualized instruction enabling students 
to read at or above grade level. Targeting children in the primary grades, they devel-
oped the Texas Primary Reading Inventory (TPRl) to align with new state standards 
and research evidence on the development of reading skills. The second interven-
tion was the Florida Assessments for Instruction in Reading (FAIR) to assist teach-
ers in their instructional decision-making. Both TPRl and FAIR use diagnostic, 
classroom-based assessments to identify those students at risk of developing read-
ing problems with more intensive, targeted diagnostic inventories.

Each of these interventions uses technology (e.g., in the case of TPRI, internet 
and handheld devices; in the case of FAIR, computer adaptive testing) that provides 
ancillary supports to assist teachers in adapting and targeting instruction that focuses 
on skills the students have not yet mastered. Both of these interventions have been 
tested with rigorous validity and reliability evaluations of the assessment instru-
ments and their impact for supporting assessment-driven instruction. On the basis of 
this evidence each has been scaled for use with students and teachers across the 
state. In Texas, TPRI is used with students in Kindergarten through the third grade; 
in Florida, FAIR is used at no charge in public schools with students in grades 
K-12.11

While both the TPRI and FAIR evolved through a careful progression from devel-
opment to evaluations establishing effectiveness and achieved widespread adoption, 
each was further developed with ongoing testing of the assessments and the targeted 

11 For additional information on the TPRI see Foorman et al. (1998) and Foorman et al. (2007); and 
the web site at http://www.childrensleaminginstitute.org/ourprograms/program-overview/TPRI/. 
For information on FAIR see Foorman and Petscher (2010) and Foorman et al. (2009); and the web 
site at http://www.fcrr.org/fair/index.shtm
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instruction they facilitate. A 2008–2009 development study was designed to assess 
and improve the validity and reliability of the entire TPRI (CLI/TIMES 2014: 4) 
based on material tested with approximately 3000 students. Similarly, investigators 
at the Florida Center for Reading Research continued to leverage data from FAIR to 
explore and develop activities that enhanced reading skills (see Foorman and 
Petscher 2010), and conduct research on the development and evidence from the 
assessment system, including causal effects of individualized instruction.12

The TPRI and FAIR initiatives highlight the iterative refinement of effective 
interventions, the partnerships required to enact robust designs in the classroom, 
and the importance of continued R&D commitments long after efficacy and effec-
tiveness is established. Exemplary interventions moved to scale should not be 
regarded as sacrosanct but instead as appropriate responses to particular problems 
in given situations which, given the ever-evolving standards for instruction and 
expectations regarding student achievement, will continue to shift over time. From 
an evidentiary perspective, scale-up signals confidence that robust evidence of 
meaningful change warrants widespread adoption. Scalable interventions are not, 
however, dead-end products of an R&D process from which further movement is 
neither possible nor desirable. Continual examination of exemplary interventions is 
vital to ensure their continued viability.

This is the case for interventions warranted by the sequential ‘proof-of-concept 
to efficacy to effectiveness trial’ experimental model of evidence generation, but 
also for those whose positive effects are established in other ways. Consider the 
secondary analyses that provide the evidence warranting various grade retention 
and remedial instruction policies. Analyses of administrative records can yield 
incontrovertible evidence of the benefits of ending social promotion policies, but 
periodic re-analyses to establish the veracity of these conclusions can change as 
new student populations move through the education system. In thinking about the 
standards of scientific design necessary to warrant the adoption of new educational 
policies and practices, it is critical to remember that science must evolve if only to 
ensure static outcomes in dynamic contexts.

 Principle 4: Recognizing Magnitudes of Change

Even when designs support causal inference, care needs to be exercised in interpret-
ing their import. Critical is distinguishing statistically significant from substantively 
meaningful changes. When findings are statistically significant, we can be confident 
(within specified boundaries, e.g., 95% of the time) that observed results are not 
likely due to chance. However, statistical significance is not always substantively 
meaningful, signaling important differences meriting attention or action.

12 For a complete listing of current research projects being conducted by research faculty at the 
Florida Center for Reading Research, see http://www.fcrr.org/centerResearch/centerResearch.
shtm
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Some results (e.g., an increase in scores on a test of student achievement follow-
ing exposure to an intervention) provide clear indications of changes which are 
meaningful and worth replication. In such cases, the metrics employed to measure 
the results are unambiguously aligned with our educational objectives. Unfortunately, 
not all primary effects (e.g., changes in test scores) are inherently meaningful, and 
there are wide variations in metrics and measurement scales. To address these dif-
ficulties in interpreting primary findings, researchers increasingly report the size of 
an effect (i.e., change attributed to an intervention) not only in absolute terms (e.g., 
the number of points scored on a test of basic skills) but also on a common scale 
which facilitates comparisons of outcomes (see, e.g., Hedges 1981).

Such ‘effect size’ metrics are invaluable in assessing the practical import of 
changes that follow exposure to interventions. Yet even when confidence is high that 
observed changes following implementation of an intervention are both real (statis-
tically significant) and substantively meaningful (in absolute or effect size terms), 
questions often remain regarding the implications of study findings for particular 
individuals in specific contexts. For example, an intervention that boosts academic 
achievement in mathematics by a third of a grade level may produce important ben-
efits for students near the middle of a test-score distribution, yet have far less import 
for students at the bottom of the distribution. When average growth is 1 year of 
schooling, it is vital to consider whether an intervention is likely to help a student 
who starts the school-year more than a year behind her grade-level peers. Given 
how much of the variation in academic performance is accounted for by external 
factors outside the classroom, it is important to establish parameters within which it 
is reasonable to expect a single teacher to help raise student performance over the 
course of an academic year. Even evidence of large effects may not be sufficient to 
warrant support for an intervention in all circumstances or contexts.

The importance of context and its impact on magnitude is particularly evident 
with respect to efforts to improve student achievement by reducing class size. 
Tennessee was one of the first states to undertake a statewide class-size reduction 
initiative, the Student/Teacher Achievement Ratio (STAR) project. Implemented in 
1985, the STAR project was designed to study the effects of reduced class sizes on 
kindergarten through third grade. Students were randomly assigned to one of three 
classroom size conditions (a ‘small’ class of 13–17 students per teacher, a ‘regular 
class’ of 22–25 pupils, and a ‘regular-with-aide’ class of 22–25 students with a full- 
time teacher’s aide), and remained in the same classroom size from kindergarten 
through third grade. Data were collected from 79 schools and over 7000 students 
throughout the state, with outcome data including the Stanford Achievement Test 
(SAT), the Basic Skills First (BSF) performance tests (starting in first grade), and 
the SCAMIN self-concept and motivation scales (see Word et al. 1990).

Overall results from the STAR program showed that students uniformly bene-
fited from smaller classes, scoring significantly higher on standardized tests of read-
ing and math across grades and regardless of whether the small classes were in 
urban, suburban, or rural schools. Students in small classes outperformed students 
in classrooms with full-time teacher aides, the only exception being when aides 
were in regular first grade classrooms. Despite some concerns regarding student 
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attrition and movement between classrooms, and the inability to generalize results 
to very small or ethnically diverse schools, the experimental results of Project STAR 
held up under considerable scrutiny (Schanzenbach 2006).

So impressive were the results from the STAR program that the research was 
used to justify a similar effort in California. In the mid-1990s elementary schools in 
California averaged 29 students per classroom, the highest in the country. Regional 
economic prosperity provided tax revenues, over $1 billion per year that allowed 
bringing all K-3 classroom sizes down to 20 or fewer students. However, when class 
size reduction was implemented in California the outcome was quite different from 
that experienced in Tennessee.

The 1996 California class size reduction initiative affected over 1.6 million pub-
lic school students in kindergarten through the third grade (see Bohrnstedt et  al. 
2000). This ambitious reform was carefully chronicled and evaluated by a research 
consortium whose members included the American Institutes for Research (AIR), 
RAND, WestEd, Policy Analysis for California Education (PACE), and EdSource. 
Key outcomes assessed in this 4-year, non-experimental evaluation of the California 
program included not only impacts on student achievement but also the quality of 
the state’s teaching corps (Bohrnstedt and Stecher 2002). Since there was no ran-
dom assignment of students to classrooms and the program was being implemented 
statewide, analyses of achievement gains relied on controlling for student and 
school characteristics and tracking cohorts of students with varying exposures to 
class size reduction.

Despite these methodological limitations, based on analyses of state data supple-
mented with information (including internal evaluation reports and specially- 
prepared student and teacher data sets) from school districts, the evaluators 
ultimately concluded that the relationship of the program to student achievement 
was inconclusive and attribution of gains in scores to the program was not war-
ranted. One possible reason for this contrary finding is that rapid statewide imple-
mentation greatly increased the demand for teachers the year before the program 
was implemented. The demand for new teachers was met, in part, by hiring teachers 
not yet fully credentialed. In addition, most California districts also lacked sufficient 
funds to fully implement the program, often leading to a reallocation of resources 
from other programs and services.

The California experience suggests that policies that work in one place may not 
work in another, and moving to a statewide reduction in class size may have been 
premature. Importantly, recommendations arising from the California experience 
underscored the need to consider potential unanticipated consequences, contextual 
differences, and local adaptations that may be necessary to successfully bring to 
scale interventions that previously had produced meaningful change. The Tennessee 
STAR class size reduction project embraced scientific research principles, in both 
its design and its evaluation, and achieved impressive, substantively meaningful 
results. Results of a similar magnitude were not achieved, however, when an, on the 
face of it, quite similar reform was implemented in another context. The student 
populations were similar (K-3 public elementary school students) but critically the 
instructional work force with whom these students now had the opportunity to come 
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into closer daily contact was not. Tennessee’s and California’s different experiences 
with class size reduction policies underscore the need when making judgments 
about evidence that is statistically significant and substantively meaningful, that 
salient contextual factors in this case the quality and experience of the teacher can 
make major differences in results.

 Principle 5: Judging the Evidence for Scale-Up

Questions about context are central to efforts to ‘scale-up’ interventions, extending 
the reach of policies and taking promising practices to larger diverse populations. 
Since the late 1990s, the scale-up model’s stage-wise progression from innovation 
and proof of concept to widespread implementation of effective interventions has 
attained considerable traction in the U.S. among both policymakers and researchers 
as a framework for accumulating evidence in support of reform. Scale-up has 
become the implicit end-game of many R&D initiatives, the ultimate goal of a 
research and development process that begins with proving the concept behind an 
intervention, moves on to establish efficacy in ideal then document effectiveness in 
‘real world’ contexts, all the while accumulating a body of knowledge as the foun-
dation for judgments regarding the possibility (or undesirability) of scaling things 
that ‘work’ (with one population, in one context to others). Increasingly it has also 
become an explicit standard guiding research funding decisions. Embraced by gov-
ernmental and philanthropic organizations alike, the scale-up heuristic underscores 
key differences in the aims and strategies of generating evidence to inform educa-
tional reform, providing a framework that guides study design and focuses attention 
on the types of evidence it is reasonable to demand before implementing largescale 
systematic reforms.

Importantly, with this emphasis on the pathways to devising largescale solutions, 
the question shifted from the straightforward (if not always straightforward to 
answer) ‘what works?’ to the more nuanced ‘what works when, for whom, under 
what conditions?’ Answers to these more finely-grained questions are critical if 
both human capital and financial resources are to be targeted efficiently and effec-
tively to improve educational outcomes. But to answer them often requires substan-
tial resources and a shortened timeline to implementation. Leveraging the wealth of 
administrative and accountability data can be a seedbed for designing and 
 implementing future reforms. Properly mined, such data hold the potential to iden-
tify teachers, classrooms, schools and districts which, on the face of it, appear to be 
‘over-performing’ (e.g., in comparison to population norms). Such outliers can then 
be examined more closely to see if their success are identifiable and potentially 
replicable in other settings.

Secondary analyses of major national datasets can also be invaluable in suggest-
ing and monitoring the effects of strategies for implementing sound educational 
practices at scale. An example is research conducted by Richard Ingersoll to estab-
lish the prevalence and correlates of out-of-field teaching in U.S. public elementary 
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and secondary schools. Drawing on personal insights and experience as a secondary 
school teacher in Canada and the U.S., Ingersoll (1998) observed first-hand mean-
ingful differences in student performance when teachers were assigned to offer 
instruction in subjects in which they were not specifically trained. Beginning with 
the U.S. Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS) that surveyed teachers, principals, and 
district administrators to comprehensively learn the characteristics of the instruc-
tional workforce; conditions in schools; and other related issues, he analyzed this 
administration survey data from several decades.13 Ingersoll and colleagues found 
substantial proportions of high school teachers taught classes for which they were 
not adequately qualified, a problem exacerbated by teacher turnover. Subsequent 
analyses continued to document meaningfully high levels of outof-field teaching, 
leading Ingersoll to characterize the problem nearly a decade later as “chronic and 
widespread” (Ingersoll 2004: 14).

The data on the prevalence of out-of-field teaching (and subsequent replications 
of Ingersoll’s findings) began to shape discourse and strategies for addressing the 
larger issue of what it takes to ensure equal access to high quality instruction (see, 
e.g., Ingersoll 1999). Particularly powerful was the inclusion in the No Child Left 
Behind Act of 2002 (U.S. Pub. L. 107-110) in its definitions of ‘highly qualified’ 
public elementary or secondary school teachers specific requirements for demon-
strating competence in all academic subjects taught. These requirements included 
holding advanced degrees and passing state tests or graduate coursework in specific 
areas. However, knowledge of subject matter does not, of course, guarantee quality 
teaching, or even qualified teachers (Ingersoll et al. 1995). Such implicit choices 
and tradeoffs (e.g., devoting resources to placing more qualified teachers in class-
rooms versus expending the same resources to redress more fundamental socioeco-
nomic inequalities, or calculating the moderating effect of the latter on investments 
in the former) underscore the important role judgment is likely to continue to play 
in decisions regarding the desirability of enacting laws and issuing regulations to 
address perceived shortcomings in the educational system, and reaching conclu-
sions more generally regarding the scalability of interventions.

The intuitive appeal of evidence documenting the prevalence of ‘poorly quali-
fied’ teachers is considerable; at some level, the evidence of out-of-field teaching 
has face validity so powerful that protracted testing to confirm this problem seems 
unwarranted. A counterargument however, could be made that one cannot be assured 
resources allocated to placing more highly qualified teachers in classrooms will 
prove more effective than resources devoted to better diagnostic assessments, com-
puterized tutoring, and more offerings in online learning opportunities. Rich longi-
tudinal national and state datasets coupled with sophisticated analytic procedures 
hold great promise for identifying potentially troubling characteristics of under- 
performing classrooms, schools, and districts, and for suggesting corrective actions 
for achieving best practices at scale. Ingersoll’s important work on the prevalence of 

13 For a detailed description of the Schools and Staffing Survey, including copies of instrumentation 
administered in 1987–1988 m 1990–1991, 1993–1994, 1999–2000, 2003–2004, and 2007–2008, 
see the National Center for Education Statistics online at http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/sass/index.asp
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out-of-field teaching, while not causal, presents robust evidence that underlie our 
judgments regarding which practices are indeed ‘best’ and strongly related to 
desired outcomes.

The availability of finely-grained data and efforts to support cultures of data 
sharing and data linkage suggest we may well be moving towards having the infor-
mation necessary to document and weigh such tradeoffs, but it is unclear whether 
other obstacles to evidence-based education will ever be overcome. Reverse engi-
neering exemplary practices already in the field (e.g., as identified through data 
mining that focuses attention upon districts, schools, and classes in which unusually 
large achievement gains are made over the course of a school-year) may help short- 
circuit the time intensive research and development process. But randomized con-
trol trials to ensure these outlier effects are replicable may take years to produce 
results. It is thus unlikely – and indeed would arguably be wrong to insist – that 
experimental evidence will ever become the sole basis for reform. Innovation and 
evidence generation will continue to proceed side-by-side, and important education 
policy decisions will continue to be made absent the most robust evidence scientific 
education research can provide. Moreover, judgment will always come in to play in 
weighing evidence. The task for educational researchers is to provide frameworks in 
which reasonable judgments can be made regarding the risks and likely benefits of 
supporting change with more and less of an empirical base.

 Principle 6: Accumulating Knowledge for Generalizability

It is important in weighing evidence to consider whether or not study findings are 
applicable to a broader population. If every member of a population were affected 
equally by an intervention  – i.e., if treatment effects were homogeneous  – then 
results of any well-designed study would be generalizable to the population in its 
entirety. Typically, however, we expect that specific individuals (e.g., students, 
teachers) and organizations (e.g., schools, districts) will be differentially affected by 
interventions. Specifically, we expect populations themselves to be heterogeneous 
and anticipate key characteristics of population elements (e.g., the developmental 
trajectory of students in a classroom, the experience of instructors teaching in a 
particular field, the social organization of a school) will moderate interventions’ 
impacts, resulting in heterogeneous intervention effects.

One way to enhance the generalizability of study findings is to address such 
variations (or covariates) at the design stage, specifying procedures for drawing the 
sample that will be investigated. For example, individuals might be randomly 
selected from the population to constitute the study sample and members of the 
sample might then be randomly assigned to receive or not receive an intervention. 
Alternatively, when distinct segments of the population share characteristics known 
(or hypothesized) to affect the outcome of interest and/or the likelihood of having a 
positive response to an intervention, these subgroups may constitute strata from 
which sample members may be selected purposively.
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Leveraging information regarding subgroup characteristics is valuable not only 
in designing representative samples but also to an alternative strategy for estimating 
the generalizability of findings. Specifically, information on covariates and the 
probability these covariates predict selection into the study sample can be utilized to 
identify the inferential population to which the sample applies (i.e., the population 
of which the sample is representative), and to estimate average treatment effects for 
that subpopulation. In this way, we can be more confident of the broader applicabil-
ity of findings found in studies of samples which are underrepresented either by 
design or as a result of implementation problems (such as inability to secure coop-
eration or attrition).

The Scaling Up SimCalc project conducted by Jeremy Roschelle and colleagues, 
integrates technology, curriculum, and teacher professional development to support 
middle school students in learning key mathematical concepts.14 In the scale-up 
project, two large-scale randomized controlled trials and a quasi-experiment were 
conducted with middle-school teachers in Texas. These studies, found statistically 
significant and meaningful treatment effects on student learning (see Roschelle 
et al. 2007). As random assignment to treatments was not feasible, the investigators 
had to seek alternative methods to estimate the generalizability of study findings 
(Tipton 2011).

Utilizing data on 26 covariates (including school-level achievement, aggregated 
student and teacher demographics, and school funding and structure), analysts were 
able to identify a subpopulation characterized by the 78 schools in the study sam-
ple – i.e., a population to which the study sample generalizes (see Tipton 2011; and 
Roschelle et al. 2010b).15 Subsequent re-analyses of the SimCalc data (Tipton 2011) 
suggested this line of inquiry proved promising. Both at the design stage and as 
sampling strategies are implemented and studies unfold, educational research fre-
quently explores impacts of interventions within non-representative samples. We 
are not advocating that this is the ideal situation, but realize it is one that often 
occurs in education studies as researchers work toward studying interventions antic-
ipating the likelihood of scale-up.

The SimCalc work illustrates the possibility of generalizing appropriately find-
ings of even those studies which are not at the design stage devised to represent the 
population of ultimate interest. This is not to say that efforts to conduct studies of 
the impacts of interventions upon representative samples of populations should be 
abandoned, but as the example illustrates it may be possible to draw sound conclu-
sions regarding the extendibility or potential broader impacts of a particular set of 
study findings. These researchers’ innovative use of statistical techniques to create 

14 For information about the SimCalc intervention and the scaling-up SimCalc study, see the Kaput 
Center for Research and Innovation in STEM Education (http://www.kaputcenter.umassd.edu/
projects/simcalc), the SRI International Scaling Up SimCalc project website (at http://math.sri.
com/index.html), and Roschelle et al. (2010b).
15 Specifically, using a method and a propensity score sub classification estimator introduced by 
O’Muircheartaigh and Hedges reduced “bias in the estimate of a population average treatment 
effect” and identified “the portion of a population for which an experiment can generalize with 
fewer costs in terms [of] bias, variance, and extrapolation” (Tipton 2011: 4).
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their representative population shows great promise for assessing the impact of an 
intervention and generating broadly generalizable findings (Hedges 2013; 
O’Muircheartaigh and Hedges 2014; Tipton et al. 2014; Tipton 2014).

This cutting-edge approach leveraged information derived from extant data col-
lections to define a population to which it is reasonable to generalize the SimCalc 
findings, underscoring the research value of state and federal data systems and sup-
porting a culture of data sharing (with appropriate privacy and confidentiality 
safeguards).

Administrative data are increasingly being used to assess state level interventions 
including changes in curricular requirements, teacher effectiveness, and scholarship 
programs to enable postsecondary attendance. Federal compliance and state data 
systems not only have key roles to play in administering and ensuring accountabil-
ity across educational systems, but can also (when shared and linked) be used for a 
variety of analytic purposes, including deriving and testing hypotheses regarding 
factors that contribute to and impede instruction, learning, and achievement, and 
addressing issues such as small sample size, unrepresentative samples (e.g., due to 
the challenges of recruiting study participants, differential attrition) and other statis-
tical problems that plague educational research. As the SimCalc example shows, 
working with administrative data can ease the process of generating evidence that 
warrants the move from intervention development to scale-up. Critically, strength-
ening the elements of the state and federal data systems, and the mechanisms and 
cultures for linking these with primary data from studies such as the SimCalc evalu-
ation, provide new opportunities to appropriately contextualize single-study find-
ings, assisting practitioners, policymakers, and educational researchers in making 
principled judgments regarding the generalizability of their findings.

 Principle 7: Conducting Research for the Public Good

An important goal of educational research in an era of evidence-informed decision- 
making is to promote the utilization of knowledge resulting from scholarly inquiry 
in support of the public good. Research conducted for the public good tackles issues 
of broad social interest. Striving to ensure research results in the greatest possible 
good for the largest number of individuals brings us back full circle to the impor-
tance of investigating issues that matter. Issues highly salient to only a small number 
of individuals merit exploration, but it is critically important for investigators and 
funders alike to ask themselves at every step of the educational research process 
‘who benefits from this work?’ and ‘do the potential implications of the evidence 
warrant the resources required to support the inquiry?’

A common appeal to motivate interest in educational research is to link education 
and learning with future economic competitiveness (for the individual and/or nations 
and society more generally). Examples include educational research that seeks to 
support underrepresented groups in preparing for and achieving successful transi-
tions to postsecondary education and careers in STEM and other fields. One such 
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study is an intervention designed to facilitate the successful entry of minority youth 
into health research careers, Training Early Achievers for Careers in Health (TEACH) 
research, directed by Vineet Arora M.D.  The TEACH intervention was itself the 
product of research on an important social issue: factors affecting low- income urban 
high school students’ matriculation to college. Informed by extensive analyses of 
longitudinal observational data and a resulting theory regarding the importance of 
aligning students’ knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors to attain their ambitions (see 
Schneider and Stevenson 1999), the TEACH program was designed to foster ‘aligned 
ambitions’ (educational expectations in sync with occupational aspirations) for 
Chicago area high school students interested in preparing for health research careers. 
TEACH enabled students to engage in realistic health career experiences (e.g., 
internships and opportunities to observe clinical rounds) and to receive mentoring 
support from a multi-tiered structure of peers that includes high school student peers, 
undergraduate students, medical school students, and clinical research faculty.16

Drawing on lessons learned from the TEACH experience and with evidence of 
the efficacy of that intervention behind them, in 2009 a team of researchers from 
Michigan State University’s College of Education collaborated with a sample of 
central Michigan high schools to launch the College Ambition Program (CAP), a 
school-wide initiative that like TEACH seeks to align ambitions and “give students 
the support system they need to make it to, and in, postsecondary education” 
(Schneider 2015). CAP investigators seek evidence on the merits and limits of their 
intervention striving to make changes for the public good (in this case improving the 
educational opportunities for low-income and minority children). In practice this 
means not only employing research designs capable of yielding evidence of mean-
ingful change at the end of the 3-year study period, but ensuring those not selected 
to be part of the CAP treatment condition are not disadvantaged by serving in the 
controlled comparison group (for example, a wide range of online resources to sup-
port students in planning to attend postsecondary institutions are publicly available 
through the study website).17

 Applying These Principles for Educational Research

Another dimension of what it means to conduct research for the common good is to 
ensure access and improve the communication of research findings. Data upon 
which analyses are based and the measures employed in collecting them should be 
seen as public goods, and appropriately documented, archived, and made available 
for confirmatory or secondary analyses. A commitment to data sharing is critical to 

16 For additional information on the TEACH (Training Early Achievers for Careers in Health) 
Research program see http://chess.uchicago.edu/TEACH
17 For additional information on the College Ambition Program and the NSF-supported 
Transforming Interests in STEM Careers (TISC) study evaluating its impacts see the program 
website at http://collegeambition.org/

S.K. McDonald and B. Schneider

http://chess.uchicago.edu/TEACH
http://collegeambition.org


193

facilitate the replications that increase confidence in findings. It is also vital to lever-
age investments in often costly primary data collections and encourages careful 
training in and application of best practices for recording and tracing provenance, 
and documenting the coding, re-coding, and data transformation decisions to create 
archival-quality data for secondary study. A corollary to a commitment to data shar-
ing is access. Whether research entails primary data collection or relies on second-
ary data analyses, investigators have moral and legal obligations to handle (e.g., 
collect, store, analyze, and report) data responsibly and in accordance with provi-
sions governing the protection of human subjects.

In education, individual studies and larger programs of research are designed not 
only to generate new evidence on what works to improve instructional practice, 
educational attainment, and lifelong learning but to inform practice and policy. With 
these broader goals in mind the criteria we have presented here encourage research-
ers to consider the intrinsic value of the topic being explored, the capacity to recog-
nize and measure meaningful change, the broader applicability (scalability and 
generalizability) of findings, and how the research aligns with larger public interest 
objectives.

Although there are many criteria for assessing the quality of educational research, 
establishing standards for them is challenging, in part because of the tradeoffs inher-
ent among them. Different stakeholders are likely to attach more or less importance 
to individual criteria at each stage in the research process. In education as in other 
fields it is not only the evidence educational science generates but assessments of its 
quality are often socially constructed and subject to disagreement. Evidence is meant 
to inform, and some does it better than others. Educational researchers have a critical 
role to play in providing decision-makers with the tools to judge the evidence before 
them. Ultimately, however, judgments will need to be made. Our goal is to identify 
a set of principles for interrogating the quality of evidence especially for studies 
conducted in the public interest that are designed to inform educational reform.
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Chapter 11
Evidence-Based Policy and Practice in Turkish 
Education System

Selahattin Turan and Derya Yılmaz Kılıçoğlu

Abstract The Turkish education system is highly centralized. All educational poli-
cies, such as curriculum development and appointment of teachers and administra-
tors, have been formulated by its central structure since the establishment of the 
Republic of Turkey in 1923. Many reform policies and change initiatives can be 
seen in a Turkish context and different parties have imposed various policies with 
underlying ideological and political purposes in different periods. Therefore, it is 
possible to identify conflicting implementations and policies. As the aim of National 
Education is to promote the welfare and happiness of citizens and Turkish society, 
to support and accelerate economic, cultural and social development as well as 
national unity and cohesion, large-scale educational reforms and policies for public 
good supported by the EU have been launched. However, these reforms, which are 
not based on evidence, are also ineffectively put into practice. Thus, it can be con-
cluded that there is a culture of disconnectedness in research, policy and practice in 
the Turkish education system. From this point of view, the aim of this study is two-
fold: (1) to provide evidence about what is necessary for public good in a Turkish 
context, and (2) to offer evidence-based recommendations for practice and policy 
makers.

 Introduction

The concept of evidence-based policy and practice in education has been gaining 
currency over the last two decades (Segone 2004; Pring and Thomas 2004). By 
means of this interest, governments have a chance to improve the quality of decision 
making in the policymaking process. Thus, expectations about the practical role of 
research provide governments the idea of evidence-based education implicitly. 
Evidence-based practice presents an understanding about the role of research in 
educational practice and offers opportunities for participation in educational deci-
sion making. Well-informed decisions related to educational policies, programs and 
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projects can be done with the best available evidence from a wide range of sources 
in policy development and implementation process (Davies 1999). In contrast to 
opinion-based policy, which merely depends on selective use of evidence through 
the lens of ideological standpoints, prejudice, or speculative conjecture of individu-
als or groups, not all sources are sufficiently sound to form the basis of policymak-
ing in evidence-based education (Davies et al. 2000). Rather, evidence-based policy 
and practice are based on information produced by historical experience, a compre-
hensive monitoring and evaluation system, academic research and “good practices” 
(Segone 2004). Actually, evidence-based education has come to the forefront in 
several countries in the wake of critical reports on education. These national and 
international reports investigated the quality and effectiveness of education by pro-
viding the lagging aspects of education systems in nationwide. Therefore, quality 
and relevance of educational research are considered by policy makers and educa-
tional practitioners (Biesta 2007).

While developing an agenda based on evidence, decision- and policy-makers are 
needed to understand what constitutes evidence and in what context, and the role of 
research vis-à-vis other sources of information. Evidence-based policy and practice 
changes depend on evidence from different sources, namely systematic reviews, 
single studies and evaluations, pilot studies and case studies, experts’ evidence and 
internet evidence. Systematic reviews, which use research and evaluation evidence, 
include systematic search, critical appraisal and rigorous analysis of the existing 
evidence by accounting for the variability of similar studies (Cooper and Hedges 
1994). Single studies and evaluations, which are more commonly used to support 
government policy and practice, provide the total available evidence on a particular 
topic or policy issue in specific context. Pilot studies and case studies are the other 
sources of evidence for policymaking and policy implementation that justify the use 
of whatever evidence is readily available. Experts’ evidence is a commonly used 
source of evidence that supports government policy and practice depending on the 
knowledge and expertise of advisory groups or special advisers. Internet evidence 
provides uneven access to information and knowledge related to any topic via the 
internet (Segone 2004).

Even though the nature of evidence is need for the comprehension of evidence- 
based policy in educational organizations, policymaking process is a political issue 
developed and delivered by the use of power. Authority and power influence policy-
making and implementation in education. Besides, the power of the governments is 
held by politicians with advisers and agents in many countries. However, the major 
goal of evidence-based policy is to guarantee policymaking that integrates the expe-
rience, expertise and judgment of decision-makers with the best available evidence 
gathered from systematic research (Segone 2004). Unfortunately, decision making 
in the highly centralized Turkish educational system does not depend on evidence, 
experience or expertise. Rather, policymaking is in the hands of people with author-
ity and power in Turkey.

Some national and international reports can be considered as the sources of evi-
dence since they systematically review the existing situation of education, critically 
appraise it and provide evaluations for educational practitioners and policy makers. 
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In this context, even though there are numerous national or international reports 
related to education, educational practitioners and policy makers do not meticu-
lously consider these reports while developing and implementing educational poli-
cies in Turkey. Specifically, despite a range of changes and implementations 
performed in Turkish education system throughout the years, there has been no 
effort made by policy makers or practitioners to narrow the gap between research, 
policy and practice. From this point of view, the aim of this study is twofold: (1) to 
provide information about what is evidence for public good in a Turkish context, 
and (2) to offer evidence-based recommendations for practice and policy makers.

 Turkish Education in Context: What Is Evidence  
for Public Good?

Education, like other basic public services such as justice, security and health, is 
provided under the supervision and inspection of the Turkish government. The right 
to education for all citizens is secured by the Constitution of the Republic of Turkey. 
Additionally, Turkish education is organized under the guidance of law, including 
the Law on the Organization and Duties of the Ministry of National Education 
(MoNE) and the Basic Law of National Education. Further direction is provided by 
Development Plans, Government Programs, and Decisions of National Education 
Councils, which are regarded as basic policy documents, and other legislation regu-
lating the principles related with the type, level and function of education.

According to the 1973 Basic Law of National Education numbered 1739, the 
MoNE is commissioned with the duty of reaching the general aims set for Turkish 
National Education on behalf of the state. The general aims of the MoNE are as 
follows:

• To raise individuals who are committed to Ataturk’s principles and reforms, and 
to Ataturk’s nationalism as defined in the Constitution of the Republic of Turkey, 
who adopt, protect and develop the national, ethical, spiritual, historical and cul-
tural values of the Turkish nation, who love and elevate their families, homeland 
and nation, who are aware of their duties and responsibilities to the Republic of 
Turkey;

• To bring up individuals who physically, mentally, morally, spiritually and emo-
tionally have a moderate and healthy personality and mentality, independent and 
scientific thinking power, a wide world view;

• To prepare individuals for life by ensuring that they have professions which will 
make them happy and contribute to the welfare of society through equipping 
them with the necessary knowledge, skills, attitude and habit of working coop-
eratively in line with their own interests, talents and abilities.

Thus, the aim of National Education is to promote the welfare and happiness of 
Turkish citizens and society, to support and accelerate economic, cultural and social 
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development in national unity and cohesion, and finally to make the Turkish Nation 
a constructive, creative and distinguished partner of contemporary civilization 
(Prime Ministry 2009; MoNE 2005, pp. 16–17).

To realize these general objectives, Turkish National Education adopted some 
basic principles such as: generality and equality; meeting the needs of the individual 
and society; orientation; ensuring that everybody enjoys the right to basic educa-
tion; providing equal opportunities; continuity; democracy education; secularism; 
the scientific approach; planning; coeducation; school-family cooperation; and edu-
cation everywhere (Prime Ministry 2009; MONE 2005, pp. 17–18).

Based on general objectives and basic principles, numerous laws, regulations, 
directives, general written notifications and circulars related to education, and many 
projects and campaigns were carried out by the MoNE. Moreover, it is obvious that 
there have been many fundamental changes, reform initiatives and restructuring 
plans made in Turkish education since the establishment of the Republic of Turkey. 
These reform policies and implementations have been seriously criticized by the 
public as they reflect the various ideological and political purposes in different peri-
ods. That is, different policies are implemented by different parties. In this context, 
educational reforms and policies supported by the European Union (EU) are 
launched with the aim of becoming a member of the EU. To provide equal opportu-
nities for all students and enhance equality in education, the following actions were 
implemented: bussed primary education, free textbook implementation, and estab-
lishment of regional primary boarding schools. In addition, the projects and cam-
paigns conducted towards the above goals were: Support for Basic Education 
Project, Project on Education for All, Child Friendly Learning Environments, 
Preparing Primary School Children for Life and Vocational Guidance, Withdrawing 
Working Children from Industrial Areas, Supporting Regional Primary Boarding 
Schools, Promotion of Lifelong Learning, Increasing Enrollment Rates Especially 
for Girls Operation, Promotion of Gender Equality in Education Project, Struggle 
Against Violence Towards Children Project, Democratic Citizenship and Human 
Rights Education, Support Campaign for the Schooling of Girls, and 100% Support 
Campaign for Education (MoNE 2015).

Although most of these reform initiatives have been effective in sight, implemen-
tations in schools have gained little success in reality. The main reason for this 
failure is the lack of rigorous research related to education, and the attempts to 
impose these policies with no or limited evidence or research. Whether the govern-
ment centered the design and implementation of educational policies on evidence is 
a controversial issue. There is an obvious gap between educational research and 
practice (Biesta 2007; Vanderlinde and van Braak 2010). In the current Turkish 
context, a broader range of evidence is required to inform policy and practice, and 
scientific knowledge could be used as evidence for rational policymaking (Sanderson 
2002, 2003). However, implementing policy and practice in the Turkish education 
system is nothing more than rhetoric. Several specific indicators such as academic 
performance, ability to meet targets or proven effectiveness are used as evidence for 
policymaking in many countries. What actually counts as evidence today are exam-
ples of good practice and indicators of exceptional performance. To illustrate, scores 

S. Turan and D.Y. Kılıçoğlu



203

from international assessment studies, especially PISA (The Programme for 
International Student Assessment) are acceptable ways to measure performance and 
provide information about the quality of schooling (Simons 2015), since examina-
tion systems provide motivation for educational change and can be used to set pol-
icy targets (Fitz-Gibbon 2000). Besides, student achievement in international 
studies provides evidence on what happens in education and how this performance 
is related to individual income as well as economic well-being (Hanushek and 
Woessman 2011).

Though it is clear that education is a public good for all Turkish citizens, design-
ing and implementing policies based on evidence is a major governmental weak-
ness. In this context, recommendations for practice and policy makers is offered 
based on reports created by the Turkish Educational Association’s think tank institu-
tion (TEDMEM), a well-established organization that compiles and evaluates huge 
amounts of data related to education in Turkey.

 What Constitutes Evidence in Turkish Education Reports?

To evaluate the changes and reform initiatives carried out in the Turkish education 
system, and thus comparing with other nations and producing policy recommenda-
tions, three most comprehensive reports of TEDMEM were selected. These reports 
are as follows: PISA 2012: Evaluations and Recommendations on Turkey, 
Evaluations on the 19th National Education Council Meeting, and 2015 Education 
Evaluation Report.

In recent years, PISA has been recognized as the most comprehensive assess-
ment system measuring knowledge and skills, and the most reliable international 
performance evaluation index for education systems. Moreover, it aims to capture 
the current states of education systems and provide opportunity for stakeholders to 
monitor the development and changes of their respective countries, as well as offer-
ing an opportunity to compare performance among countries. Therefore, a 
TEDMEM report related to PISA 2012 was chosen for review. The evidence in 
PISA 2012: Evaluations and Recommendations on Turkey Report is quite remark-
able, as 510,000 students from all countries participated in PISA 2012; 4848 stu-
dents from 170 schools in Turkey, representing nearly one million students, 
participated. These results revealed that Turkey is located below the OECD 
(Organization for Economic Co-Operation and Development) average scores in all 
skill areas. More specifically, Turkey was 32nd out of 34 OECD countries. Of the 
65 participating countries, Turkey was 44th with 448 points in mathematics skills, 
43rd with 463 points in science skills, and 41st with 475 points in reading skills 
(OECD 2013a, b, c, d, e; Şirin and Vatanartıran 2014; TEDMEM 2014a).

The National Education Council is the council that provides suggestions for the 
improvement of Turkish education system and meets every 4 years. At the 19th 
National Education Council Meeting, suggestions for curriculum and weekly 
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schedule, enhancing teacher quality, enhancing educational administrators quality 
and school safety were discussed (TEDMEM 2014b).

The overall function of the Turkish education system is evaluated through key 
indicators on education in the 2015 Education Evaluation Report. Developments in 
education regarding governance and funding; policies to improve quality, teacher 
training and professional processes; Turkey in international context; basic and 
secondary education; vocational and technical education; special needs education; 
student guidance systems; and private education are topics evaluated in the report 
(TEDMEM 2015). In this report, developments in governance, migration and edu-
cation, teacher assignment and relocation regulation, and recruitment and assign-
ment of teachers, are the conspicuous issues evaluated and recommendations for 
which are offered.

 Evidence-Based Recommendations for Practice  
and Policy Makers

Evidence-based policies have great potential to transform the practice and use of 
research within education. In fact, evidence-based policies provide nations with the 
opportunity to set their education system on track for progressive improvement. 
Specifically, solid evidence of effectiveness behind national programs and practices 
in schools assure generational progress in education (Slavin 2002). Furthermore, 
scientific knowledge with the measurement of educational outcomes is emphasized 
to influence policy decisions. Thus, evidence-based practice is believed to affect 
educational policies as well as improve educational practices (Simons 2003). From 
this point of view, reports providing information about the Turkish education 
system that depend on evidence and solid output are examined and necessary 
recommendations are offered for practice and policy makers. Hence, the question of 
“what is being done in education and is it being done in the best possible way?” 
(Davies 1999) is answered through evaluations and recommendations based on 
research evidence. Therefore, the relationship between research, policy and practice 
in Turkish educational context is highlighted through presenting the evidence and 
policy recommendations.

 PISA 2012: Evaluations and Recommendations for Turkey

Though PISA provides significant information about worldwide education systems 
and an opportunity to compare global student achievement, for the purposes of this 
study, the most striking results for Turkey were evaluated to develop the necessary 
evidence-based policy suggestions. The main results examined were: the effect of 
pre-school education on mathematics scores, the effect of socio-economic 
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background of parents on student achievement, the low level of students’ cognitive 
and behavioral skills, the difference between socio-economically advantaged and 
disadvantaged students, the success of academic resistant students, differences 
between schools on success, and the effect of parental education level on student 
success (OECD 2004, 2013a, b, c, d, e; TEDMEM 2014a). PISA 2012 results 
revealed that students with a pre-school education are a step ahead of other peers in 
mathematics. These students also earned 62 points more in mathematics compared 
with their non- pre- school educated peers in Turkey; while students in OECD 
countries increased 52 points more. Indeed, students with a pre-school education 
are 1 year ahead compared with those students at the same grade level who have not 
received a pre- school education (OECD 2013a, b, c, d, e; TEDMEM 2014a).

Policy Recommendation 1 Pre-school enrollment rate must be increased by pro-
viding students with increased opportunities to recieve pre-school education. In 
fact, the Turkish 12-year compulsory education system (4 + 4 + 4 education stages) 
should be rearranged, with the inclusion of pre-school education. Thus, develop-
mental skills that are given importance in PISA such as language, social, thinking, 
problem solving and reasoning should be proposed for consideration in the first 
grades (OECD 2013a, b, c, d, e; TEDMEM 2014a).

Policy Recommendation 2 Not only the quality of education, but also the socio- 
cultural background and human development level of the country are important for 
increasing student success. Therefore, practices for the good of disadvantaged 
groups may be increased in nationwide. The disadvantage of students resulting 
from their lower socio-economic backgrounds may be partly eliminated through 
strengthening the as yet incomplete 2011 MoNE project “Every Child Can Achieve.” 
Additionally, the progress of Turkey regarding support for students with lower 
socio-economic status needs to be investigated through longitudinal research or 
establishment of educational research centers to effectively develop evidence-based 
policies about this issue (OECD 2004, 2013a, b, c, d, e; TEDMEM 2014a).

Policy Recommendation 3 Assessment and measurement centered education and 
development of students’ skills just for examination rather than learning should be 
abandoned. Instead, a learning-centered approach, which makes learning meaning-
ful and is based on thinking, interpreting, and questioning skills rather than fulfill-
ing program requirements should be constructed. That is, policy makers need to 
reconsider necessary curriculum elements, how to assess students, and what kind of 
skills students need in the twenty-first century. Furthermore, research- and problem- 
based learning is necessary additions to the national curriculum.

The difference between socio-economically advantaged and disadvantaged stu-
dents in Turkey declined by 60 points in PISA 2012, whereas this difference was a 
further 100 points in PISA 2003. This situation indicates the descending effect the 
socio-economic level of parents has on the success of students; this particular case 
highlights that inequality in education is reduced in Turkey. Despite the difficult 
conditions, the number of successful students–academic resistant students–has 
increased in Turkey. Indeed, the performance of girls and boys living in difficult 
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conditions has increased 59 points in PISA within 10 years (OECD 2004, 2013a, b, 
c, d, e; TEDMEM 2014a). Increase in the success of academic resistant students 
indicates reduction in inequality in education caused in part by initiation of MoNE 
projects such as “100% Support for Education” in 2003, “Increasing Enrollment 
Rates Especially for Girls Operation, Phase I” in 2009, “Increasing Enrollment 
Rates Especially for Girls Operation, Phase II” in 2011, “Promotion of Gender 
Equality in Education Project” in 2010 and an albeit small amount of financial assis-
tance provided for economically disadvantaged families from the Social Assistance 
and Solidarity Foundations.

Policy Recommendation 4 Further support from projects or campaigns of public 
partnerships or foundations is necessary to continue to support disadvantaged stu-
dents and their parents in Turkey. Appropriate regulations need to be prepared for 
social welfare foundations to support deprived families and their disadvantaged 
students.

PISA 2012 results also indicated differences between schools regarding success 
in Turkey. In fact, a student’s success is determined by the school they attend, rep-
resented by a 62% change in success based on whether a student goes to a success-
ful or unsuccessful school. The success difference between schools in Turkey is 
among the highest compared to OECD countries. However, success difference 
observed within the same school is the lowest in Turkey compared with other coun-
tries, which indicates that students with similar characteristics attend the same 
school and have the same success owing to an exam-centered education system, 
especially the transition exams performed in Turkey (OECD 2004, 2013a, b, c, d, e; 
TEDMEM 2014a).

Policy Recommendation 5 Rather than enrolling and ranking students based on 
exam scores, an address-based registration system should be embraced. To decrease 
success difference between schools, the classroom and teacher shortage in Turkey 
also needs to be addressed. Successful and experienced teachers should be encour-
aged to work long-term at schools in disadvantaged areas to provide educational 
opportunities for those students. Teachers working at central school districts should 
also be subjected to rotation to provide them with the chance to study and contribute 
to other schools.

PISA 2012 results indicated that Turkey has the lowest parental education level 
among OECD countries. The average parental education level is 8.7 years in Turkey, 
whereas this average is 13.5 years in other OECD countries. The effect of parental 
education level on student success is also considered in PISA examination. PISA 
exam scores for students with parents who have the highest education level attain-
able showed a 59 point difference compared with students with parents who have 
the lowest education level. Moreover, PISA 2012 results indicated that eight out of 
ten students who have the lowest parental education level attend socio- economically 
disadvantaged schools, while only one out of ten students with the highest parental 
education level go to these schools (OECD 2004, 2013a, b, c, d, e; TEDMEM 
2014a).
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Policy Recommendation 6 As it is expected that an increase in the level of paren-
tal education will cause an equivalent increase in student success, parental educa-
tion level must be increased in Turkey. This may be accomplished through a new 
policy of providing educational support for parents via lifelong learning or distance 
education programs. For parents with the lowest education levels, classroom teach-
ers may also be given opportunities to support these individuals by preparing adult 
certification programs. Through these programs, parents can get necessary informa-
tion or procedures t about their or children’s education.

Among the countries participating in PISA, Turkey is the last country in terms of 
autonomy both in deciding curriculum content, course materials and auxiliary 
sources. The most autonomous countries in terms of curriculum, such as Japan, 
South Korea, Shanghai and Hong Kong, are the most successful countries in PISA 
(OECD 2004).

Policy Recommendation 7 Autonomous schools, which determine the curricu-
lum, the criteria for school success, and the course books, need to be expanded. This 
can be done gradually by giving more power and responsibility to school adminis-
trators at the national level. However, pilot implementations should first be per-
formed in certain school groups and school districts.

Even as the PISA Exam increases its influence on educational discourse and 
educational policies in participating countries, some researchers criticize PISA 
international evaluations because of methodological limitations such as: an incon-
sistent rationality, problematic statistics, opaque sampling, flawed evaluative design, 
lack of transparency, questionable instrument validity, and problematic presentation 
of findings (Fernandez-Cano 2016; Kreiner and Christensen 2013). Additionally, 
PISA has been criticized for how results appear to shape the image of the education 
quality, universalize national institutions such as a country’s school system, pro-
mote competition on the global scene, lead to complications, and influence the 
development of standardized skills and knowledge. Therefore, national educational 
policies should not be based solely on PISA findings. National curricula, values, 
traditions, and priorities should not be pushed aside (Sjøberg 2015).

 Report on Evaluations from the 19th National Education 
Council Meeting

At first, a national education goal and a proposed human and society model need to 
be drawn clearly and systematically, followed by establishment of macro teaching 
plans. More specifically, the mission, goals and targets for the curriculum need to be 
re-imagined, away from popular concepts. Owing to the transformation to a skills- 
based approach that considers the needs of the twenty-first century, subject based 
program approach is abandoned in the curriculum. In place of it, skills based 
approach is adopted in spiral education structure. However, providing students 
lower level of skills, and teachers’ incompetency about high level questioning and 
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critical thinking in classroom activities are striking points in the curriculum. 
Moreover, individual differences are not emphasized in learning activities and the 
number of attainment targets is still too high currently. The number and distribution 
of basic and optional courses in the weekly schedule is another issue. Selection and 
classification of these courses and their content are set based on the upper limit of 
the normal distribution, especially for students with higher economic status, social 
support and academic qualifications. Thus, there is a mismatch between the course 
contents and student characteristics and qualifications (TEDMEM 2014b).

Policy Recommendation 8 Students should be given opportunities to transition to 
other fields and but should not be required to take ‘must’ courses out of their fields. 
Elective course selection can be given to students to prevent withdrawal from those 
such as sports, arts and other social courses. The curriculum quality should be 
increased and a skills-based approach should be effectively embraced. Different 
educational programs and weekly schedules should be designed depending on the 
students’ needs in pilot schools.

Enhancing teacher quality is only achieved by focusing on pre-service and in- 
service teacher training, rather than the undergraduate training provided to teachers 
in universities. Furthermore, direct and indirect variables such as public perception 
towards the teaching profession, characteristics of teacher candidates and the teach-
ing staff in universities, program content, research and practice competency of the 
trained faculty, school environment where teaching practice is performed, relations 
with colleagues, and attitudes of school administrators affecting teacher quality 
should receive less amount of attention. Moreover, policies related to teachers are 
only shaped through assignment, quotas and employability. In fact, teacher qualifi-
cations should not only be affected by technical and organizational regulations. 
However, structural requirements need to be addressed in the system. Besides, pos-
sessing only one type of teacher training prevents innovative approaches and, thus, 
the existing structure force teachers only to transfer the gained knowledge to their 
students. The issue of teacher training issue falls within those of the system of 
higher education and is considered the problem of the Council of Higher Education 
rather than the MoNE (TEDMEM 2014b).

Policy Recommendation 9 Teacher quality should be assessed with a multidimen-
sional approach rather than as a bureaucratic operation between the MoNE and 
Council of Higher Education. Development of supportive and motivating policies 
for teaching is necessary to increase the attractiveness of this profession and to 
change public perception of teaching. A multi-dimension evaluation system based 
on written and oral examinations, and having degree in the related field should be 
implemented during teacher assignment. The only type of teacher training institu-
tions needs to be differentiated by changing the provided training system and estab-
lishment of research universities.

In Turkey, school administrators are generally responsible for completion of 
administrative duties, school operation, and human resource management. However, 
some emerging problems include how these people should be trained, what qualifi-
cations they need, what tasks they are expected to fulfill, and how they should be 
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selected for their positions. Therefore, it is necessary to establish national and 
regional selection criteria, as well as expected performance standards, for school 
administrators (TEDMEM 2014b).

Policy Recommendation 10 Nationally determined qualifications, competencies, 
expectations and responsibilities of school administrators should be set. In fact, 
expected standards and qualifications of school administrators must be scientifically 
determined and school administration should be professionalized. Assignment, 
promotion and a career system should be established for school administration by 
considering professional proficiency, standards, and competencies in school 
leadership.

Research done about school safety in recent years revealed that security level of 
the schools in Turkey has significantly declined. As of now, stakeholders and society 
perceive schools as unsafe. In the Turkish education system, the term “safe school” 
is usually discussed in the context of physical safety and security. However, physi-
cal safety includes both that of students within and outside of school. Thus, safety 
on the way to school and school health also need to be considered (TEDMEM 
2014b).

Policy Recommendation 11 Providing opportunities to students for being 
education- oriented, increasing students’ potential and academic achievement, 
strengthening the relationship between school and stakeholders, creating an educa-
tion system based on common values, principles, expectations, responsibilities and 
rules may help form students’ sense of belonging. Because of this, students may 
perceive that they are in a safe environment and exhibit safe behaviors in the school. 
Hence, the construction of positive and healthy school environment can reinforce 
school safety and security.

 2015 Evaluation Report on Education

An issue in the governance of the Turkish education system is the constantly chang-
ing regulations on designation of educational institution administrators. Based on 
the Regulation on Designation and Relocation of Educational Institution 
Administrators (Prime Ministry 2013), school principals were evaluated by their 
written and oral exam scores and designated by the governor after receiving the 
proposal of the provincial education director. Before this, assignment of the school 
principals was done through written exam results and awards attained; further points 
for consideration were attainment of a graduate degree and having academic studies 
(Kılıçoğlu and Yılmaz 2015). This regulation underwent additional changes on 10 
June 2014; the written exam was excluded during designation of the administrators. 
Because of a lack of objectivity and worthiness criteria during designations, the 
number of case records increased. Thus, loss and acquisition of rights came forward 
and legal processes were initialized in Turkey. These regulations changed again on 
6 October 2015. Now, according to the Regulation on Assignment of Administrators 
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in Ministry of National Educational Institutions, written and oral exams are included 
in the assignment procedure. Indeed, written exam results are considered for candi-
date assistant administrators and oral exam results are reviewed for candidate 
administrators with an uncertain evaluation and selection technique by the new 
arrangement (Prime Ministry 2015a; TEDMEM 2015).

Policy Recommendation 12 The Ministry urgently needs an assignment and des-
ignation model for educational institution administrators rather than a constantly 
changing system that often discourages individuals. However, it is important to 
assert that the steps of the designation model should be well-evaluated by profes-
sionals and academics in the field, should not change very often, should be sup-
ported by regulations and should have maximum validity. The evaluation criteria in 
the exams should be meticulously discussed, and exams should be systematic. In 
addition, obtaining a graduate education degree in the field of educational adminis-
tration can also be the part of the evaluation process.

According to United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 2.2 million 
Syrian refugees are under temporary protection in Turkey as of November 2015. Of 
this population, 54.2% comprises children under the age of 18, and 34.2% of them 
are school age (5–17 years old) which means that approximately 750,000 children 
are expected to take part in the Turkish education system, as is their right. According 
to data shared on 30 November 2015 by the Ministry of Interior Directorate General 
of Migration Management, 25 temporary refugee shelters were established in 10 
cities and 263,241 refugees live in these shelters. There are 6857 students at a pre- 
school level, 421,191 primary school students, 20,051middle school students and 
9308 secondary school students in these temporary shelters. That is, 78,707 students 
receive their basic education needs from these refugee shelters. Syrian curriculum, 
with minimal changes, is being taught in these shelters along with 6 h of Turkish 
lessons. As well as basic education services, 13,936 people attend adult courses and 
61,749 people have already completed these courses. In total, 300,000 students ben-
efit from these education services, but a remaining 400,000 people do not have 
access to education for various reasons, as the MoNE states (TEDMEM 2015).

Policy Recommendation 13 Voluntary Syrian teachers in temporary education 
shelters should be provided educational support and incentives by the Ministry and 
UNICEF. To avoid issues of space and to meet the needs of Syrian students, the 
MoNE should perform necessary actions to continue education with a half-day edu-
cation system. In addition, projects and campaigns need to be created and initiated 
to prevent problems regarding Syrian adaptation to school and society. However, it 
is necessary to consider a long-term and comprehensive strategy not only for ensur-
ing attendance of these asylum-seekers and refugees to basic education, but also to 
higher education.

A significant change to the teacher assignment system was carried out in the 
Amendment of the Regulation on Teacher Assignment and Relocation, dated 28 
January 2015 and the Regulation on Teacher Assignment and Relocation, dated 17 
April 2015, which stated that the “40 year old condition” be removed for first-time 
teaching applicants. Additionally, an emphasis was placed on performance 
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 evaluation criteria for teacher candidates (Prime Ministry 2015b, c). After working 
at least 1 year and receiving three positive performance evaluations, candidate 
teachers have right to take written and oral or written exam. These exams include 
topics such as laws and regulations (50%) and teaching practices (planning, learn-
ing environments, classroom management, teaching methods and techniques, 
assessment and measurement, 50%). If candidate teachers are successful in these 
exams, they can transition to teaching. However, if they are not successful, they will 
be assigned to another educational institution, then re-subjected to performance 
evaluation and oral or written exam. If they fail the exams or performance evalua-
tion again, they lose their title and official duty.

Policy Recommendation 14 There is no model followed during assignment or 
relocation of teachers, everything progresses based on existing regulations. Steps 
for becoming a teacher need to be clarified by MoNE.  In addition to evaluating 
teachers’ theoretical understanding of regulations and their cognitive skills, the 
emotional and psychological characteristics of teachers should be considered. 
Performance evaluation should be used not only for candidate teachers but also for 
all other teachers in the education system, as there are no existing criteria for evalu-
ating teachers throughout their career. Uncertainty about the oral exam in the regu-
lation should be addressed by clearly expressing in which conditions this method 
should be used, how impartiality and expertise should be ensured, how to maintain 
the transparency of the exam, and how objection processes should be performed. 
Moreover, the structure, content and methods for national teacher qualifications in 
the teacher training process need to be determined.

In Turkey, the Teaching Knowledge Test has been used in the Public Personnel 
Selection Exam since 2013 to measure candidate teachers’ knowledge about their 
fields. According to data presented by the Measurement, Selection and Placement 
Center, only 9.2% of candidate teachers had an average score above 30 points on 
Teaching Knowledge Test in 2015. Specifically, Turkish language teachers have the 
highest average score (30.809) while biology teachers have the lowest score (12.899) 
on this exam. In February and September 2015, teacher assignment was carried out 
twice. The quota of February assignment was determined as 15,000 while the quota 
of September assignment was 37,000. According to information given by the 
Ministry, 75,962 candidate teachers applied for February assignment from 108 dif-
ferent fields of expertise, whereas 150,934 candidate teachers applied for September 
assignment from 105 different fields of expertise. Mostly English, primary school, 
religious education and primary mathematics teachers were recruited in both 
February and September assignments. Philosophy, clothing technology, informa-
tion technologies and history teachers were recruited with the highest minimum 
exam scores in February assignment while special education, music and guidance 
teachers were recruited with the lowest minimum exam scores. Likewise, philoso-
phy, history, information technologies, mathematics and information technologies 
teachers were recruited with the highest minimum exam scores in September 
assignment whereas child development and education, Arabic and music teachers 
were recruited with the lowest minimum exam scores (TEDMEM 2015).
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Policy Recommendation 15 The evidence indicates that teacher qualifications 
have not possessed by the candidate teachers in practice and expected qualifications 
are mainly based on theoretical knowledge in the teachers’ field of expertise and 
pedagogical content knowledge. Rather than just focusing on theoretical knowledge 
in the exam, aspects such as professional dedication; techno-pedagogical knowl-
edge; planning and practice of instruction; evaluation and monitoring student devel-
opment; effective communication in the learning environment; managing student 
behaviors; working in collaboration with other teachers, parents and school person-
nel; and awareness of job-related tasks, principles and procedures should be included 
to assess teacher qualifications. In addition, the supply-demand balance should be 
urgently considered during recruitment of teachers and teacher employment poli-
cies must be rethought because some are easily recruited, while others are not. 
Furthermore, the planning of higher education should also be reconsidered. Indeed, 
higher education programs and quotas should be reviewed and new employment 
models need to be developed.

 Discussion and Conclusion

Even though many reform policies and change initiatives can be seen in Turkey, 
different parties imposed regulations with varying ideological and political pur-
poses in each period since the establishment of the Republic of Turkey in 1923. 
Therefore, it is possible to recognize conflicting implementations and policies that 
are not based on evidence. In addition, large-scale educational reforms and policies 
for public good supported by the EU (such as Support for Basic Education, Capacity 
Building Support Project for Ministry of National Education, and Democratic 
Citizenship and Human Rights Education) were launched during the process of 
joining the EU. However, these implementations were not put into practice effec-
tively. Even though the 19th National Education Council Meeting is the most com-
prehensive national meeting in which educational experts, academics, researchers, 
and politicians participate and provide recommendations concerning educational 
problems faced in Turkey, a great majority of the proposed suggestions were not put 
into practice. Despite being shared with the public, other change initiatives, cam-
paigns and projects of the government were also ineffectively implemented. Thus, 
it can be concluded that te Turkish education system is highly centralized and all 
educational policies, such as curriculum development, and appointment of teachers 
and administrators, have been formulated by the central structure. Moreover, there 
is a culture of disconnectedness in research, policy and practice in the Turkish edu-
cation system. Specifically, problems facing in policymaking and further sugges-
tions are provided as follows:

Quality of Research for Policymaking Research- or evidence-based practices are 
not embraced in the context of the Turkish education system. Although there is a 
wealth of ongoing experimental, correlational or descriptive research, the  information 
yielded is limited and not add up to school reform or policy development. However, 
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studies such as narrative, case studies, interviews or observational studies, which 
emphasize daily problems of students and teachers, can contribute to reaching  
professional practice decisions (Simons 2004). Both qualitative and quantitative 
studies involving a range of evidence need to be considered in the context of 
evidence- based practice to inform policy and practice (Sebba 1999; Davies 1999). 
That is, multiple studies need to be compiled systematically to assess relevant find-
ings in education, as a variety of sources such as expert knowledge, national and 
international research, statistics, stakeholder consultation, evaluation of previous 
policies, secondary sources and new research count as evidence for good quality 
policymaking (Nutley and Webb 2000).

Sharing Evidence and Cooperation There is a general willingness to use evidence, 
but a lack of resources, as this approach it contradicts entrenched positions of policy 
makers (Sager and Ravlum 2005). In other words, political decision-makers gather 
information and do not use it while policymaking (Krizek et al. 2009; March 1994). 
This is the case in Turkey. Even though MoNE keeps information about any issue 
related to schools, teachers and students in Turkey, it does not share any necessary 
information with the public or academics for developing educational policy. Thus, 
it is obvious that there is a problem of transparency and accountability in the Turkish 
education system. Therefore, public framework and legal grounds for evidence- 
based policymaking are needed since every implementation is based on legitimacy 
in Turkey. Access to knowledge pools and government research programs should be 
shared with the public. Although the Turkish government has a role in supporting 
tools for effective practice, it may be counterproductive if the government is too 
close to the work of practitioners and policymakers (Baron 2016). Besides, policy 
makers and practitioners should form regulations using evidence and work together 
to improve practice in education. That is, researchers and analysts should cooperate 
with the government to provide evidence-based policy advice.

Research Centers or Institutes for Providing Evidence Although there are some 
think tanks and non-profit organizations in Turkey to conduct research and evaluate 
schooling outcomes and policies, the number of them is limited. Research centers 
and special research observatories tied to universities need to be set up for research- 
based knowledge and to compile large amounts of data professionally in national 
reports. Using these centers, national evaluations and data-gathering based on sci-
entific methods can be carried out. These research centers or institutions should be 
legal entities in their own right that foster academic and independent research by 
controlling their own budget. Likewise, there is a real need to increase the number 
of national reports based on evidence in different subject areas as there are limited 
studies investigating current problems in education. Indeed, specific research topics 
concerning educational issues such as generality and equality, social justice, and 
democracy are necessary to research before developing specific policies.

Adaptation of International Educational Practices and Policies Educational poli-
cies and reforms performed in Turkey are mostly adapted from European and 
American contexts. Thus, they do not provide effective solutions for educational 
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problems faced in Turkey. That is, it can be concluded that evidence or research- 
based policymaking is not effectively embraced in Turkey. Therefore, evidence and 
education models peculiar to Turkish culture need to be emphasized because it is 
obvious that “better evidence and better research yield better policy” (Baron 2016) 
and evidence provides a major policy lever for systematic improvement in educa-
tion (Alton-Lee 2011).

In this chapter, facts regarding evidence-based practice and policy in a Turkish 
context were discussed. Depending on three comprehensive reports, changes and 
reform initiatives in the Turkish education system were evaluated and policy recom-
mendations were offered.

Suggestions are provided for Turkish policymaking regarding the quality of per-
formed research, sharing evidence, collaborative professional research and 
knowledge- building in the education system, as well as the establishment of research 
centers or institutions.
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