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	  Introduction

			Reframing Education: radically rethinking perspectives on education in the light of research 

			If you have been an educator in our system over the last decade, you might well feel driven to despair. It would be tempting to declare that our system is no longer fit for purpose. Because of the constraints and narrow vision of recent policies, education has become twisted and distorted from what ought to be its wider human purpose. Many of us, who have worked relentlessly and resiliently to make a difference to students within this system, feel this malaise. Many, indeed, as a result, have left the system. That we drag ourselves to work is more a testament to the urgency and necessity of our vocation than the esteem in which we are held. Of course, those left will continue to fight. It is our vocation to teach. 

			However, each of us has waited for the inevitable bad luck or judgement that will befall us; particularly if we dare to serve vulnerable students. Teachers and communities are regularly blamed for their own social, cultural and economic problems. We are named and shamed as requiring improvement or, worse still, declared inadequate. Squeezed, we are stifled by the gradual and now punishing austerity, as layer after layer of staffing and resources are stripped away. Dismayed, we are at the mercy of an increasingly narrow curriculum. Demotivated, we have lost more and more autonomy and we are expected to value only current assessment measures. Divided, we have been compelled to compete relentlessly against other students, staff and communities. At one end of the spectrum, schools in challenging circumstances struggle to survive their weak market position, leading to the negative labelling of whole communities; at the other end, the advantaged look to prosper as fledgling businesses and start-ups. Leaders and staff are constantly interchanged and human capital is squandered. The full scope of what it is to be an educator in its most broad and balanced sense has been diminished.

			Surely, most of us deserve better.

			It is tempting to be dispirited and negative. The current climate is hardly an ideal place to start.

			Yet I feel optimistic that the tide is turning against the narrow utilitarian model of the market-based education we have been sold since 1988. I am certain that the frame that confines us can be broken and that a more complex set of tools and purposes are within our professional grasp. Even over the period that I have spent writing this book, old orthodoxies have been questioned, amid a growing understanding that tired tropes have finally reached the end of a fruitless line. Anyone who works within education knows the remarkable resilience and inspiration that our educators can provide, if only we were allowed the resource and autonomy to make our professionalism real.

			My argument will be that, by narrowing the frame of what we define as education, we find ourselves increasingly unable to meet the full challenges of the times that we live in. Using the analogy of frames and lens, we need to widen the frame(s) to make room for all that is necessary for a 21st century education. We need to look at how the current lens distorts our current vision. We need to look both wider and deeper and start acting to rebalance, revive and grow a healthy human system. We need to move beyond many of the simplicities of 19th and 20th century debates. We need to find an antidote to the poison of overdosing on the marketplace.

			The exciting thing is that there is a lot of strong thinking in current psychology, economics, cognitive science, sociology, politics, and within education. This thinking is what will enable us to strike out in a new direction.

			People in education are busy. While this book draws widely on academic texts, few have time to read them, so I will attempt to do this in this book using only a few key texts for each main issue and in a way that provokes questions and ideas for the profession, politicians and researchers to take further.

			While the overall argument is linked, the chapters aim to address various individual problems through different lenses. Each chapter can, therefore, be read in isolation of the others. In my conclusion, I identify ten ways to reframe the system that, collectively, can be taken as a manifesto for change. My inspiration for these recommendations can be traced back and sourced in the preceding chapters.

			1. Reframing Data: from data-driven madness to evidence-informed practice:

			I critique the narrow way we have used data to judge performance. I argue for a much more subtle and complex use of contextualised evidence to inform practice.

			2. Reframing Growth Mindset: “We need to grow but all of us need to thrive”: 

			I suggest that while growth mindset theory intends to improve wellbeing and achievement, it can easily go awry if badly applied. I argue that only growth thinking that takes account of context and language will succeed. Creating a wider ecology of learning is how it can be applied beneficially among all student groups.

			3. Reframing Purpose: can Kate Raworth’s Doughnut help us? 

			I argue that students need to be thoroughly prepared to meet the challenges of sustaining our future planet. It takes the purpose of education beyond useful previous thought on subjects, vocational preparedness and the requirement to be an effective citizen.

			4. Reframing Knowledge: Beyond dog whistle dichotomies:

			I offer ways that we can overcome the false skills versus knowledge debate and engage creatively and progressively with ideas of a ‘knowledge rich’ curriculum.

			5. Reframing Thinking:

			I reflect on how knowledge can be made to stick and flow, given what we now know from behavioural psychology and cognitive science.

			6. Reframing Creativity: 

			I argue that creativity is not the antithesis to knowledge but that it is bound by knowledge, discipline and practice. Yet l add that it is vital to make room for play; experimentation, disruption and redrafting is needed to enhance both creativity and knowledge.

			7. Reframing History: knowledge, power and performance: 

			This is a subject example and looks at the advantages and pitfalls of knowledge rich approach to teaching history.

			8. Reframing Privilege: 

			I examine the arguments for the conversion of private schools into genuine charities and providers of cultural capital to state schools. 

			9. Reframing Gender: 

			I argue that the moral panic around boys is based on a misunderstanding of how gender in education is working. I discuss how we can promote more gender positive adaptation to social change.

			10. Reframing Disadvantage:

			I discuss how we need to move beyond marketized education if we are serious about the opportunities and achievement of the whole of our school population. I consider the ending of labelling schools, issues related to material deprivation and cultural capital. I argue that a high quality of education for all depends on use of fair data, fair judgement and collaborative practice. I argue for the abolition of Ofsted grades.

			Conclusion: 10 New Frames: 

			I summarise by offering 10 recommendations. I then offer 10 ways to reframe education. I conclude that an autonomous and collaborating teaching force might develop these frames into an effective manifesto for change.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Reframing Data: from data-driven madness to an evidence-informed practice

			Why has a limited range of data come to dominate our judgement in schools?

			How has this distorted our view of teaching and learning?

			How might schools become more evidence engaged and informed?

			Measuring the unmeasured moments

			[image: ]

			I think back over the last few years and consider when I was most impressed by the difference education can make. There was the disabled student who joined the residential trip to the First World War battlefields. For the first time in a decade, his parents had a night out. Not only was this student moved by what he saw but his peers reflected even more seriously on the history all around them. The long line of the Western Front, the still damaged landscape, the deaths, injuries and disabilities became more visible in his presence. There was the autistic student who stood up in assembly and talked without emotion but with confidence and accuracy, of how he found school and friendships hard, receiving a spontaneous round of applause. Neither student will help the school achieve a positive score on Progress 8, 5 A*-C grades for English or maths, or any other school measure. I go home to hear my son mutter darkly in his room. He is practising lines for a key part in the school play. When he stands and delivers them, we will be very proud parents. It will be over in a few days; possibly the most important moment in his year. Yet all those formative, vital hours will count for nothing in the way his college’s achievement is quantitatively measured for league tables, Ofsted or public consideration. Indeed, if he spends too much time on this, he may fail to deliver perfect A level scores. I think of my daughter’s solo in the choir: over in a matter of seconds. I think of the Year 10 girl in the top 50 in the country for her sport, who is considering giving it up for Year 11 so she can concentrate on attempting to get Level 9s on the new GCSEs. And that is not to mention the invisible student who is caring for their parent and younger siblings and hasn’t the time to study to become a nurse and get that, now necessary, degree.

			Any teacher can recount these stories, any parent. We all know that all that should be measured isn’t and that what is measured is not only flawed as a measurement but inadequate in its scope. Yet we persist in chasing only the SATs, the new GCSEs or the reformed A levels and believing that these tell us what we need to know about whether a school is worthwhile.

			Positivism distorted by the market

			I love data. I am so grateful for how much more of a tighter grip we have on the achievement of students measured by clearer rubrics and criteria than ever before. A good teacher measures student understanding minute by minute. I could not live without regular marking and my mark book. We are awash with data. But it is worth rehearsing the limits to what it offers us and why a sort of pseudo-scientific madness to measure has taken us over.

			I blame Comte, Durkheim, Friedman and Hayek and I cannot decide whether the trouble starts with trying to be nineteenth century French social scientists or post Second World War economists. Comte was the founder of positivism: with faith in natural sciences and numbers, he believed that if only organisations measured things, turned ideas and actions into numbers and looked closely at correlation, we could draw out patterns of cause and effect. So circa 1840, if we measure someone or a group using a test or in-class assessment and judge where they ought to be for someone of their ability at their age, we can immediately spot who ‘requires intervention’, whether it be a school, a class or an individual. It all appears so simple, really: measure, adjust, intervene. Durkheim, circa 1900, refined these founding thoughts of sociology by asserting that study of these numbers allowed the testing of hypotheses to discover ‘social facts’: using the big patterns of the known measures, for example, suicides recorded, showed that atheists and Protestants were more likely to commit recorded suicide than Catholics. In this case, GCSE results, A levels or SATs prove that this or that school, class or individual can be shown to be inadequate, requiring improvement, good or outstanding in their attainment or progress, by a simple comparison on schools on an apparently objective measure. Numbers have the great benefit of always looking objective, and so they must be a reliable way to allow Ofsted to judge the winners and losers in the marketplace of schools.

			Are we sure of the numbers?

			The problem with both these thoughts is that they are really not true, or rather, true only subject to massive qualification. When actually assessing students’ progress or attainment, lots of factors come into play: the adequacy of the test, the clarity of the assessment criteria, the competence of the marker to judge, even just one complex set of workings or prose. Judgements of progress or overall attainment are made up of numerous components, each of which needs to be interpreted correctly. This is a skilled professional task, one which even experienced teachers can get wildly wrong. Then, typically, teachers are asked to judge progress and achievement within a context in which they have to guess what their managers and judges (Ofsted, parents as customers, exam boards) want. Is it an honest grade, for now? Is it the last piece or the overall picture? Is it a prediction of trajectory? Judgements are often expected to fit within a model in which progress is seen as linear. This is massively problematic when students, say, play different sports, try out different practical skills or move from studying one science to another. It is generally problematic when not all topics, skills or concepts requiring understanding are equally easy to grasp. 

			A teacher wanting to be seen to make obvious progress might then be inclined to try to look for the easiest qualification or component to be judged by, particularly if their success in it might be used to judge their salary in ‘performance management’. They might also look to teach in the schools where students are most likely to hit the targets set or look to take on the sets or classes within any school designed to make their teaching look good i.e. avoid teaching the most difficult ideas, students or places!

			Positivism itself, though, is not the only problem. The main problem comes when you distort the meaning of data to make market judgements, as if it represents a proxy share value or a pricing/profit mechanism. Since the 1988 Education Reform Act, schools have been deliberately subjected to the discipline of the marketplace, with parents as consumers getting (in theory) to choose their school, like any other product. Hayek, Friedman and the other free market economists behind the policies of Thatcher and Reagan believed that central planning did not work, market mechanisms were efficient and that individuals would act rationally to drive up standards. Moreover, competition between different businesses, in this case schools or academies funded primarily on the basis of attracting customers, would drive up standards, as each would seek to maximise results. As rational actors choosing schools, parents needed to know the success of the business they were using ‘to deliver’ their son/daughter an education: hence the need to introduce league tables and have a regulator in Ofsted.

			Of course, making schools focus on the measurable success in seemingly objective performances (exams) has not been entirely a bad thing. Students, like all of us, raise their game when asked to perform. Competition is one way to encourage human beings to seek their best. Markets can also be efficient in bringing about change, compared to established bureaucracies like, say, local authorities, universities or, indeed, schools, as previously formed. They can respond more to the immediate demands of the value required in the short term until they form new bureaucracies themselves, which distort the purpose of that particular economy. Of course, focus on short-term results often leads to a short uplift. However, rarely does it change the school context in the longer term; it actually fails to look at the wider context, judging only a limited moment in time in the marketplace, based on limited measurement of achievement.

			Do we play the game?

			One persistent problem, though, with results as a value mechanism is that we have struggled to agree what to measure and that whatever it is, if the stakes are too high, becomes subject to gaming. Initially, at age 16, this was crude 5+ A*-C grades, which led to less ethical schools looking for qualifications with multiple GCSE equivalencies, like IT qualifications, that would count for 4. One successful school I know in this era devoted much of Year 9 to all students getting an IT qualification worth 4+ GCSEs so that they only had to get one more at GCSE to achieve the measure. Then, the key measure of secondary school success became 5+ A*-C, including English and maths; this led to many schools entering and re-entering students until they learnt the knack of passing the core, to frantically compete to recruit core staff and to sometimes force students into more and more time spent on boosters and interventions. Schools were encouraged by this metric to recruit, where possible, students likely to do well on these measures. They would often triage their staffing to meet these targets, providing less resource, for example, to students unlikely to do well. Unsurprisingly, a strong, growing gap was noticed among students taking free school meals. Currently it is Progress 8 which is the key measure. Already, it has been subject to gaming: some schools openly advocating more time devoted to English and maths, which can count for up to 50% of the way the measure is calculated, squeezing out subjects that are artistic, practical or not in the main buckets, using (while they were still available) legacy qualifications and looking to boost the most able, who would jump up the scores more quickly. 

			It is important, in a marketplace, to look at short-term gains and marginal competitive advantage, particularly if they lead to judgement of a positive Ofsted label. Indeed, there is an inbuilt incentive to make unethical decisions as the stakes are so high. This has, in turn, led to the new chief inspector criticising schools and academies that narrow their offer as the number of entries across a number of lesser counting subjects drops. This makes comparability over the longer term of genuine performance very difficult: schools can be improving significantly on the previous measure, only to fall foul of the latest one. Schools looking for a long-term change of underlying learning culture are punished against those acting on short-term gain in the most current measure. With vast change to all specifications at GCSE and A level hitting the system simultaneously, we really have no idea how the new measures will turn out. The main message to leaders in the current system is, ‘learn to play the current game,’ which is why the system shifts and adjusts to the latest Ofsted or qualification framework.

			Caught within this system, leaders are constantly being asked to reconfigure the curriculum, schemes of work and their staffing, often with unintended consequences. Emphasis on English and maths, fuelled partially by fears about international competition, as shown in international measures like PISA, encourages those in a strong market position to over recruit and invent responsibilities/positions of status for strong teachers in those subjects. This helps remove any strong staff from struggling schools, making the overall performance of schools, areas and the nation suffer. Even within advantaged schools, a year of bad results or misunderstanding of a type of question can place unbearable pressure on core staff, leading to turbulence and lack of retention. Meanwhile, time spent doing the English and maths core across the curriculum, at lunches, in boosters and interventions, increases, spreading thinner the resource of quality staffing in these areas, removing students from subjects or time where they might have had greater success and gained confidence. Assuming that literacy or numeracy develops only from these two, most obvious subjects, seems odd indeed. Given what we know about the emotional dimension of motivation, that achievement in any area breeds overall confidence and self-belief, it seems completely counterintuitive to reduce the range of areas of the curriculum a student might find achievement in. 

			Is the meaning of the data understood?

			Teachers spend lots of their time inputting data and much less is devoted to interrogating or interpreting it. Much of the data put in is poor, as little time has been spent on shared understanding, standardisation or moderation. The nature of the exams and tests changing means that teachers are constantly reviewing their own expertise. Where teachers have control, in coursework and controlled assessment, it is well known that some schools are pressured to bend the rules to ensure success, given the high stakes. This then undermines trust in teachers and requires everyone to undertake more examination-only qualifications: thus narrowing the range of knowledge, skills and type of assessment being conducted. This would be less objectionable if we could trust the privatised qualification providers, but each year brings increasing numbers of requests for re-marks as examinations are farmed out for virtual marking across the globe and teachers feel less and less able or inclined to participate in the poorly paid system. In 2018, for example, we saw significant mistakes in the English GCSE and biology A level papers. Private schools, meanwhile, are able to enter their students in legacy qualifications which may well be easier to pass, such as iGCSEs, qualifications which have been banned as they are ‘too easy’ to count in the school measures, compared to the new, ‘more rigorous’ GCSEs in the state sector. They can also frequently afford to get whole cohorts re-marked when the results come in, giving them another unequal advantage over the increasingly under-funded state sector.

			The impact of this constant weighing and measuring on students is not to be underestimated. In seeking to emulate the pressure cooker systems of the Far East, we see increasing evidence of a decline in student wellbeing and a growth in mental health issues among the young. Interestingly, such systems are desperately seeking to move towards more creative curriculums: the sort of innovation which the UK was once central to and whose funding has been cut, year on year. Evidence, also, of more equitable and supportive systems, like Finland and Canada, creating success through a different route has been systematically ignored.

			In short, as an educational professional, it can seem like we are caught within a data-driven madness. Data itself is not a problem: giving leaders, staff, exam boards and curriculum developers time to work together to meaningfully interpret and understand this data is. Only then can successful changes in practice be made.

			What might an evidence-informed practice look like?

			[image: ]

			Reframing evidence-informed practice

			In understanding whether learning has actually occurred or not, all sensible leaders have moved to rely on no one single indicator of what can be measured. In social science, we know that to look at the meaning of any education data at the level it occurs, i.e. in a classroom, requires other, often more qualitative methods: observation, work sampling, student interviews, questionnaires, to name but a few.

			Work sampling shows evidence of progress over time but only if examined by subject specialists for the challenge, depth and progression of thought. It requires that the samplers understand the quality of the work they are looking at and have a sense of what progression looks like in that subject. Genuine examples of students improving or reflecting, rather than just compliance with proxy measures like assessment stamps or simplified tick boxes, are needed. 

			Observation can tell you a lot about both teachers and students but not when the student or staff member changes their typical behaviour when observed. Unfortunately, high stakes observation encourages precisely that: a one-off performance for the benefit of the observer as much as the students. Looking at what is going on in the classroom, honestly, is a skilful activity most useful when the teacher involved can begin to see for themselves what they are looking for. Properly developed, lower stakes, peer to peer or triad work can, therefore, be better than a system of reviews and graded judgement. However, it will succeed only if it is clearly framed so that staff know how learning will be measured and have clearly allocated time or release from normal workload to do the mutual observation effectively and then reflect together on what they have seen. This could then lead to changes in subsequent practice and could be seen as a valuable activity, by all participants.

			Questionnaires can work well if the questions asked are well framed and students take the activity seriously. Interviews can be amazingly revealing, if time constraints allow and the interviewers are trusted by the interviewees. Even better: if teachers can pursue a trial where they can use a range of methods and test out small, measurable, manageable changes over the course of a year. Mixing methods improves reliability and validity, but mainly it gets teachers trying to solve real problems in support of each other and, in doing so, increases their skill and professionalism. There are great opportunities within trusts and teaching school alliances for staff to share such work creatively. Unfortunately, measuring shallow data frequently, inaccurately and without much time becomes more and more likely when professional learning is neglected for the ‘core business’ of exam success.

			There is, in short, an inescapable argument for widening the scope of what is seen as data: work samples judged by subject experts, low stakes, peer to peer observation or self-reflection based on recording, learner views explored for meaning in focus groups, peer, self and comparative assessment and moderation. 

			Ofsted recognise this in the requirement for leaders to have self-evaluated their school or college. However, they have yet to fully engage with the problems with the data they have to work with and the difficulties of their making adequate judgement from them. The new Ofsted framework has accepted that quantitative measures are imperfect in the welcome move towards ‘quality of education’, the need for a deep, broad and knowledge-rich curriculum and evidence-informed practice. But evidence-informed practice needs space to grow after an era of damaging data-driven madness.

			Issues such as the actual definition of value-added data need to be taken very seriously. Otherwise, we simply get schools judged on postcode and not the quality of their teaching or learning cultures. ASCL has long argued for teacher assessors, but this also requires a skilling up of the leadership, teaching and inspection force; at least some of it in research methods. The recognition of this is coming thick and fast, with ground-up teacher self-development like ResearchED and the SUPER partnership, elite-led initiatives at Eton and Wellington and government-led experiments like EEF research schools and the flourishing of the Chartered College.

			These are early days in the development of a system-wide, evidence-informed practice. The use of research can be too easily cherry-picked, either to prove prejudices or fit a current fashion. New orthodoxies spring up in the era of social media rapidly, and a quick look at the Twitter wars shows how different camps are forming as we speak. However, at least we are now in professional discussion, involving all stakeholders. New PGCEs often involve at least one assignment working like a Pre-Masters credit. There is much discussion about how teaching can become a profession, like medicine. Much is known in the universities about what works and what does not, but it is rarely shared, valued or critiqued by the practical wisdom of actual teachers.

			There is a problem, of course: big data, while often meaningless and unhelpful, is cheap and gives the appearance of science. If we are serious about genuinely balancing positivist data with qualitative interpretation, time is needed, and probably both abandonment and more resources. Frequent data drops will need replacing for deeper investigations. Professional cycles will need to be aligned with opportunities and responsibilities for questioning and owning cultural shifts. Partnerships between research and practice will need fostering. Staff will need to see a much closer alignment of research, staff development and their practice in the classroom.
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			The Professional Learning Frame

			The new draft Ofsted framework (2019) is clearly influenced by a reaction to the limits of quantitative data I have outlined and the regulator has, in a welcome way, suggested a need to judge the ‘quality of education’. Are we able to trust the very organisation which still labels schools on limited metrics to be fair, just and consistent in its application of these ideas? If we could, this would be a great step in the right direction. But it is no good expecting schools and colleges, or indeed, the inspectorate itself, to have the professional expertise, in the short or even medium term, to make this anywhere near universal or viable immediately. To be expert in complex judgements of quality is more costly, time-consuming and of course, worthwhile than the current model. In today’s climate of austerity, government policy forces schools and colleges to focus more and more on only core results, popular subjects and fundamental provision. Serious building of quality judgements requires investment, fairly, in a range of social, cultural and academic resources if it is not to be just another fashion and a way to point out how some have concert halls and others a broken basketball court.

			We have lived through the time of big data and it has not been pretty. The time for evidence-informed practice, which balances understanding data with interpreting its meaning, is surely now upon us, but it requires investment in the teaching profession and the linking of academic work to schools’ practice. Data needs to be taken more provisionally, wider and earlier, so that practice can be adapted responsively to improve outcomes (by which I mean more than just the most easily measured results). We need to lower the stakes and increase the challenge, trusting a graduate profession to interrogate data, making small but true steps to transform each classroom into looking at what the data means. This is messy, because there is no simple answer to the complexities involved in learning or changing professional practice. It is time, though, to stop the madness of believing the flawed numbers and start the interrogation of the culture in our classrooms. Anything less devalues professionalism, undermines teacher development and creates a hellish cycle of blame and superficial game playing. Stop it, let’s learn!

			Key Reading

			Michael Haralambos (Ch 3) and Pauline Wilson (Ch 4) in AQA Sociology Year 1 2018 give a clear view of how to study education using the full range of methods.

			Any Year 2 sociology book will introduce you to Comte and Durkheim.

			The Chartered College journal, Impact, is a great new source, acting as an interface between research and practice. (chartered.college/journal)

			fft.org.uk/ produce a form of value-added, contextualised data.

			Becky Francis’s paper Teach First gives some clear directions to evidence-informed practice www.teachfirst.org.uk/sites/default/files/2017-10/Putting_Evidence_to_work_2017.pdf

			Daisy Christodoulou: Making Good Progress, 2017, OUP, has much to say on comparative marking.

			Dylan Wiliam is worth following on the complexity of these issues, for example, www.tes.com/news/dylan-wiliam-teaching-not-research-based-profession
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