Dear Editor

Evidence-informed education policy: what are the levers for change?
I welcome your call for a national educational evidence centre to ensure high quality evidence is available to underpin education policy and, can I add, practice (TES, 13Nov09). 
Whilst I was Head of Effective Practices and Research Dissemination at the TDA, I joined  a DCSF co-ordinated  inter-agency working  group with teachers and academics to produce a ministerial briefing paper on developing a national educational evidence centre. This proposal was then put to successive secretaries of state starting with Ruth Kelly. Unfortunately education ministers have not been staying in post long enough to get to grips with this issue.

In the education sector we are now decades behind the health (www.nhs.uk),  social care (www.scie.ac.uk )and local government sectors (www.idea.gov.uk )  in adopting knowledge management practices. Other sectors use innovative technologies to provide access to evidence for policy and practice and have developed collaborative working practices across the sector and internationally to bring together, develop and critique the evidence base. In education, some elements which would support a national centre have been established in recent years for example  the educational evidence portal www.eep.ac.uk  ,the teacher training resource bank www.ttrb.ac.uk , the EPPI centre (www.eppi.ac.uk) and the York based Best Evidence Encyclopaedia (http://www.bestevidence.org.uk/ ) but these are just components of what would be an educational evidence centre. In education, we need changed ways of working to build the research and evidence base. Throwing money at the problem is only part of the solution. We need changed attitudes and ways of working. For example:
- Teacher-educators in schools, LAs and university departments are key levers for change in educational practice. But nationally we do not invest in their learning about how to do research. Other academic disciplines have industry supported PhD scholarships and draw on staff who spend their twenties pursuing PhDs and undertaking long term research under the supervision of leaders in the discipline and so developing a deep and research based understanding of the discipline. Our university teacher educators come with 10, 20 or 30 years experience in school settings. They need full time scholarships to move into educational research such as those which I took advantage of which were available to the mid-eighties. Such scholarships could now be funded from money saved by not paying expensive consultancies to undertake research which is delivered to the education system like a neatly wrapped but unwanted Christmas present which ends up in a cupboard and is not used.  University based staff are already held accountable for researching, recording and publishing the knowledge of the education sector but without funding and support structures they have no option but to do small scale research.

- International consultancies or lone ranger consultants  who are not engaged in the system often win what research contracts there are but this means new knowledge leaches out of the system along with the money and every time this is done there is a huge lost opportunity for the education sector to build the evidence base.
Moving to evidence informed policy and practice requires central government agencies, university education departments and school based colleagues working  differently  - collaboratively - in long term regional R&D partnerships to produce the depth of evidence we need to break through the barriers to consistent high achievement for all pupils.
In any case, the evidence is that there is little investment in research in how to teach subjects well, or how to teach to make new knowledge ‘sticky’ or to help with SEN(D) and after all this is how secondary schooling is structured – around subjects, around helping every child learn. The loss of subject expertise in universities and local authorities since the shift of focus in the early nineties to management accountability, shorter teacher training courses and devolving funds for teacher training to schools has led us to a position where our capacity for research into teaching and learning is very weak in comparison with other countries.

There is of course debate in the education community about the use of evidence in education but it appears to me to be a no-brainer. Would anyone want their children were taught by someone who dismissed the use of evidence rather than a teacher who knew the evidence base for standard practices and was able to draw on additional research and evidence as required ?  I think not.
With minimal investment and a bit of national co-ordination, the quality of educational research available to underpin policy and practice could be quickly improved. Who will lead this?
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