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Few patients would want doctors to make decisions based on their ideologies; when our health is at stake,
we want to know that health professionals are drawing on evidence founded in rigorous scientific research.

According to Sir Jim Rose, the former director of inspection at Ofsted, the education watchdog, and author of
a recent government review of the primary school curriculum, the same should be true in education. "Very
often [educational practices] take off much more from an ideology about how children learn rather than
research," he says. "That needs to be held up to the light."

Sir Jim is launching a campaign to raise awareness of evidence-based education. The movement has been
gaining momentum and, as the new chairman of the education committee at CfBT Education Trust and
author of several government reports, he is in a good position to draw attention to it.

From his vantage point on a sofa in the canteen of the Department for Children, Schools and Families
(DCSF) - a room that combines the reflective surfaces of a hotel lobby with bright murals of big-headed
children - he explains that the problem is not so much that we are lacking data but that we are not doing
enough with it. Hardly surprising, perhaps, given that it is easier to collect information than it is to turn it into
action. "Research itself will only take you so far," he says. "Then it's what people read into it, what people
think about it. It's finding practical implications for schools, and that's where ideas very often differ and it is
often also very subjective," he explains.
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This is the area where faddish interpretations can spin out of research, particularly if teachers latch on to an
idea or interpretation that has not been rigorously tested. It is, he says, most definitely not the result of
politicians or policymakers pushing pet theories, as the department's extensive consultation process means
that all ideas are thoroughly scrutinised. (Although, as a regular consultant to the DCSF it's hard to imagine
that he would have said anything else.) Instead, he seems to suggest that the problem arises in schools.

"There is a push from the DCSF to try to make sure that the best possible use is made of the best possible
research but, from time to time, things get aggrandised in schools beyond the confidence you can exercise in
them. Let's put it that way," he says.

He cites the theory of learning styles - the idea that children are geared to learn through particular senses,
such as sight, touch or hearing, and that teachers need to reorganise their approaches based on students'
preferences - as one example. "It was in vogue a while ago [but] the research evidence on which it is based
is very shaky," he says.

The idea that omega-3 supplements would somehow turn children into brainboxes also falls into this
category of what he describes as "neuromyths", a term attributable to Usha Goswami, Professor of
Education at Cambridge.

Stopping these neuromyths from entering the classroom means making sure that teachers are equipped to
assess research for themselves. They must also understand that they should not take all new ideas at face
value - even if they look exciting.

"If you are a very busy teacher, it's fairly easy to take things on board if they are well-presented and the
resources look attractive ... so there is an interest in making sure that teachers are well set for judging the
quality of research," he says.

"Teachers must certainly be up to speed with the research that's telling us all these valuable things about
how children [learn] but as soon as you hold something up to the light you have to be careful that the people
presenting it ... are not over-egging it. That's what it means to be a professional - you read things critically,
with confidence in your own professional skills."

For this reason, he would like to see critical thinking and research skills form a basic part of teacher training,
although he admits the training programme already has to cram in a lot. What he would hate to see happen,
however, is for teachers to be so wary of new ideas that they dismiss them out of hand. He wants
open-minded scepticism, not refusal to change.

He says that it is up to schools to find approaches that work. "[If] standards are lower than acceptable, it's no
longer the case that you can turn around and say 'what more can you expect from these children'."

Sir Jim's workload is comparatively gentle at the moment. He has recently been appointed to the board of
trustees of CfBT, an education charity, and he still visits groups of head teachers to explain his primary
curriculum review - "I spend a lot of time explaining what we have said and, most certainly, what we have not
said" - but his most enjoyable job is that of grandfather to two young children. They also form his own tiny
research group into the benefits of acting out Michael Rosen's book We're Going on a Bear Hunt. It is not
exactly a scientifically valid sample size, he admits, but the results are promising.
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