. IH
I"-. MNIVERSITY OF
'\ 3 TRATHCLYDE

N GEASGORY

Ellis, Sue The use of evidence in language and literacy teaching. In: Interdisciplinary Perspectives
on Learning to Read. Routledge Psychology in Education . Routledge, London, pp. 193-207.
ISBN 9780415561242

http://strathprints.strath.ac.uk/25570/

Strathprints is designed to allow users to access the research output of the University
of Strathclyde. Copyright © and Moral Rights for the papers on this site are retained
by the individual authors and/or other copyright owners. You may not engage in
further distribution of the material for any profitmaking activities or any commercial
gain. You may freely distribute both the url (http://strathprints.strath.ac.uk) and the
content of this paper for research or study, educational, or not-for-profit purposes
without prior permission or charge. You may freely distribute the url
(http://strathprints.strath.ac.uk) of the Strathprints website.

Any correspondence concerning this service should be sent to The
Strathprints Administrator: eprints@cis.strath.ac.uk


http://strathprints.strath.ac.uk/25570/
https://nemo.strath.ac.uk/exchweb/bin/redir.asp?URL=http://eprints.cdlr.strath.ac.uk

Status: Academic Book Chapter

Full Reference:

Ellis, S (2010) “The use of evidence in language and literacy teaching’ in K.Hall,
U.Goswami, C.Harrison, S.Ellis and J. Soler (eds) Interdisciplinary Perspectives on

Learning to Read. London: Routledge Chapter 14 p. 193-207

ISBN: 9780415561242

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
THE USE OF EVIDENCE IN LANGUAGE AND LITERACY TEACHING

SUE ELLIS, Department of Childhood and Primary Studies, University of Strathclyde

Literacy education deserves evidence-based decisions. Low literacy costs the British
economy between £1.73bn and £2.05bn per year (KPMG 2006) and the social and
emotional costs are equally high. Yet we know that children who struggle with literacy
can make fast progress when the instructional content and pedagogy closely match their
needs. This chapter describes some of the paradigms and problems associated with the
use of evidence in language and literacy education with examples from specific
interventions and programmes. It raises issues about how literacy teachers are
professionalized to attend to evidence, both the evidence in front of them and the research
evidence ‘out there’. It argues that to support teachers in using evidence effectively, we
need to frame the research evidence about effective content, pedagogy and learning in
ways that recognize the power and limitations of different evidence paradigms. To ensure
that all children make fast progress, we need to appreciate how teachers develop broad
and diagnostic understandings of literacy and literacy learning and of how policy and
curriculum frameworks impact on the classroom decisions they make.

The problem of evidence-based education

For one group of researchers, solving the problem of evidence—based literacy education is
straightforward: ‘Use what works... Focus on research-proven programmes and practices’
(Slavin 2008). The suggestion is that the ‘evidence’ issue in education boils down to two
problems: firstly, the paucity of properly evaluated programmes and secondly, the
problem of ensuring that teachers, school managers and policy makers know how to
select for implementation only those programmes that have demonstrated a high impact.
(Torgerson & Torgerson 2001; Chalmers, 2003; Slavin 2008; Tymms et al 2008;
Chambers 2008). This view of evidence—based literacy education gained impetus in the




USA from that government’s Strategic Plan for Education 2002-2007 in which education
research was criticized for lacking rigor and lacking the cumulative studies that generate
knowledge about procedures that can be transferred across different classroom contexts,
schools and education systems: “...unlike medicine, agriculture and industrial production,
the field of education operates largely on the basis of ideology and professional
consensus. As such, it is subject to fads and is incapable of the cumulative progress that
follows from the application of the scientific method...” (US Department of Education
2002: 59).

The solution proposed in the US Strategic Plan was to set out a model for education
research and evaluations that would ensure the quality of evidence. Although the initial
proposal was for a complex and not necessarily hierarchical model, government grants
were made available only to states, districts and schools that used "proven methods" of
reading instruction and the federal No Child Left Behind Act mandated that districts use
"scientifically proven" instructional methods. In practice, the various research designs
rapidly became ranked with Randomized Controlled Trials (RCT) at the top, followed by
controlled cohort studies, case study series, individual case studies and, at the bottom,
professional observation (Eisenhart and Towne 2003).

The Randomized Controlled Trial (RCT) was ranked highest because it is replicable. A
well-designed RCT identifies one variable for investigation (for example, the educational
programme being implemented) and controls for others that may influence the outcome.
It requires random allocation of pupils, strict compliance measures, blind assessment so
that assessors do not know which children are in which group and it determines the levels
for a significant response independently at the start of the trial. In education, meeting the
conditions for a full RCT is problematic - children cannot be randomly allocated to
schools and classes, or randomly allocated to follow different programmes within a class
—and many education researchers use cluster randomization at the level of class or school
rather than the individual pupil (e.g. Tymms et al 2008).

Problem One — Compliance

The rhetoric of the scientific RCT approach is seductive, particularly its focus on sorting
out the literacy programmes that are effective from those that are not. It offers a vision of
certainty in which teachers and policy makers can get clear-cut advice about what to do
based on hard-nosed evidence that it will work. In practice, however, successful RCTs
tend to lose their impact when rolled out to wider groups of schools (Datnow et al 2002).
One reason for this is that when researchers conduct evaluation studies, the intervention
or programme has a high profile and research procedures ensure that compliance
measures are met. On rollout, the programme has a lower profile, it must compete with
other programmes for curriculum space and teacher attention and it is more likely to be
adapted or implemented in ways that compromise its design.

Two Scottish studies of children with severe and persistent language difficulties illustrate
these problems (Boyle et al 2007; McCartney, Ellis and Boyle 2009). Like many other
countries, Scotland’s policy of social inclusion is premised on a socio-cultural model of



learning support. Mainstream schools are seen to offer rich learning environments for
social and language development and children with severe and persistent language
difficulties are encouraged to attend them. Speech and language therapists (SLTs) advise
education staff about how to address the needs of individual pupils but the schools have
the legal responsibility for ensuring that pupils’ educational needs are met.

The first study, a full RCT on 161 language-impaired children in mainstream schools,
showed both that individual and group language intervention could make a significant
difference to these children’s expressive language. The intervention activities were
delivered directly by SLTs or by assistants (SLTAS) who were given a small amount of
training and specific language targets by the SLT and activities and advice from a manual
developed for the project. Additional support in the form of meetings, phone calls and
written communications was also available. Standardized tests (CELF-3 UK, Semel et al
2000) before and immediately after the intervention showed that all intervention groups
made significantly more progress than a control group given ‘usual therapy’ (Boyle et al
2007). It did not matter whether the intervention activities were delivered in a group or
individually or by the SLT or the SLTA.

These results seemed to indicate that a positive intervention was possible and the training
and the manual developed for this project could help teachers and classroom assistants
work with SLTs to support language impaired children in school. It would help the
schools meet their legal responsibilities and deliver an intervention of proven impact.
Delivery by school staff offered further potential benefits because teachers and classroom
assistants have wide opportunities to harness more general classroom activities to meet
the children’s needs.

A cohort study of 38 children in 19 schools was devised (McCartney, Ellis and Boyle
2009). The children for this study met the same inclusion criteria as for the RCT and it
used the same consultancy and training model. The SLT provided specific language
targets for each child and helped school staff (class teachers, learning support teachers
and classroom assistants) with identify suitable activities and advice from the manual.
The teachers and head teachers agreed to implement the activities on the same schedule
as the RCT and to log each contact session. The children were pre tested and then tested
immediately after the intervention using the same standardized test as the RCT.

However, analysis of the test scores for this cohort intervention showed no significant
impact on the children’s expressive or receptive language. Analysis of the teachers’ logs
detailing the sessions children had been given indicated that, whereas the RCT provided
45 contact sessions over 15 weeks (an average of three contacts per week), the cohort
study averaged only one or two contacts per week. Teachers generally planned for the
agreed three activities a week, but not all were delivered. The logs identified a range of
issues that prevented the activities from occurring, including difficulties in planning, in
managing time and in accessing and managing the support staff allocated to work with
the children.



This cohort study yielded important information about the operational issues that teachers
face in schools, information that did not emerge from the RCT. It showed that the
involvement of class teachers did not compensate for the lack of dedicated sessions. Also
that the common-sense principle whereby school staff assumed that part-delivery of the
intervention had some worth (on the basis that “half a cake is better than no cake’) was
not well-founded; one or two sessions a week had no significant impact on the children’s
language and unless schools could ensure three sessions per week, the programme was
probably not good use of time.

In terms of evidence-based practice, the RCT showed that, with the right support,
children with severe and persistent language difficulties can make progress. The cohort
study showed that evidence about how a programme actually operates in the real world is
vital. The data highlights the need for a model of intervention that is more complex than
simply specifying the content and operational parameters of a programme. An effective
intervention model must address several levels of policy implementation within the
school, employing planning and record keeping systems that incorporate a range of
prompts and checks to ensure that school managers and classroom practitioners prioritize
and deliver the intervention activities.

However, designing for compliance in this way risks producing a ‘top-heavy’ system in
which the internal focus is on monitoring to ensure delivery and the external focus is on a
package of activities. It is an empirical question whether working in this way would
enhance teachers’ understanding or their ability to recognize and use evidence
diagnostically to better match core teaching content to children’s needs. The approach
assumes that intervention programmes operate as ‘sealed units’ in which the context of
implementation has no impact and it could position school staff as peripheral,
complicating factors to be controlled or circumvented whenever possible.

Problem Two — The Context of Implementation

Intervention programmes do not operate as sealed units and the context of
implementation affects their impact even when delivery and compliance are closely
monitored. The evidence from the evaluation of Reading Recovery in Northern Ireland
shows this (Munn and Ellis 2005).

Reading Recovery was devised in New Zealand by Marie Clay in the 1970s as an
intervention to impact on the lowest attaining pupils. Its research base is rooted not in
RCT evidence, but in a substantial series of case studies into the mechanisms of learning
to read. It is not a programme per se, but a tight framework for teaching in which
specially trained teachers withdraw children for individual tuition. They use generic
activities and highly structured observation and analysis techniques to provide instruction
that is carefully tailored to the individual needs of each child and they coach struggling
readers to use knowledge flexibly and develop reading behaviours that are self-sustaining
and self-expanding (Clay 1991). Clay always claimed that Reading Recovery works
regardless of its context of implementation and most studies have focused on it as a



stand-alone intervention (see for example, Brooks 2002; Gardner et al 1998; Shanahan
and Barr 1995).

The operational parameters of Reading Recovery are designed to ensure high compliance
and fidelity and to withstand the pressure to adapt exerted by the school contexts. Thus,
Reading Recovery teachers are supported and monitored by Reading Recovery tutors
who are in turn supported by trainers from the Reading Recovery National Network.
These trainers are not employees of the school district and are accountable only to the
International Reading Recovery Network. They operate a highly effective ‘re-direction
system’ to ensure that Reading Recovery is delivered as specified and resists adaptation
and colonization by the various *host’ systems in which it operates.

Our evaluation study in Northern Ireland showed that even these strict compliance
measures could not completely mitigate the effect of school context on the efficacy of
Reading Recovery interventions (Munn and Ellis ibid). A wide range of schools had
taken-on Reading Recovery and, although some had actively sought involvement, many
were involved because they had a long ‘tail’ of underachievement or were linked to a
secondary school with such a ‘tail’. These schools wanted to address underachievement
but not necessarily to change their core literacy curriculum, Reading Recovery was
therefore operating in a wide range of literacy contexts some of which were highly
attuned to the intervention’s approach, some were indifferent to it and some were rather
hostile. The evaluation study collected quantitative data from 114 Reading Recovery
teachers on the nature and scope of their involvement with classroom teachers and on
literacy practices in their school and data on 1552 children who had been through the
system. This data included discontinuation status, entry and exit book levels, the number
of lessons each child had received and the number of weeks spent in Reading Recovery.

Although Reading Recovery was effective in all contexts, it worked more quickly (on
average requiring 10 fewer lessons) when classroom literacy teaching practices
dovetailed closely with Reading Recovery methods. This made Reading Recovery more
cost-effective and efficient in some contexts than others (Munn & Ellis 2001; 2005).

Problem Three: ‘horses for courses’

There are further problems associated with prioritizing RCT knowledge about ‘what
works’. RCTs are excellent for building and interrogating theoretical knowledge and they
provide robust evidence of a programme’s impact once the variables associated with
specific contexts or populations are ironed out. However, evidence of impact on a general
population, whilst interesting, may be less useful to practitioners than knowing its impact
on a particular type of pupil cohort. Schools are not perfectly located with randomized
catchment areas but tend to represent skewed populations and highly localized
implementation contexts. Evidence about the impact on particular pupil cohorts is crucial
to understanding whether a programme will be effective.

Gathering this information requires a different type of trial, a controlled cohort study
(Sackett et al 2000). Here, the characteristics of the participants or context are clearly



defined so that progress can be compared, either to cohorts and contexts with different
characteristics, or to similar cohorts following different interventions or programmes.
Robust cohort studies identify, document and measure any characteristics of the cohort or
the context of implementation that could affect the outcome. Despite their ability to take
account of different cohorts and contexts, they are considered less reliable than RCTs in
the US ranking because unacknowledged factors associated with the non-randomized
sample might generate misleading information.

However, a large body of evidence indicates with remarkably consistency that socio-
economic status, gender and race are all closely related to how quickly and easily
children learn to read and write. We know from ethnographic (e.g. Gregory 2008; Moss,
2007; Lareau 2003) and survey (e.g. McCoach et al 2006; D'Angiulli et al 2004; Topping
et al 2003) research that children begin school with different amounts of literacy
experience, different knowledge and skills and that they respond differently to the
literacy education that schools offer. For example, children living in less-advantaged
socio-economic circumstances are likely to begin school with a poorer phonological
awareness and alphabetic knowledge, to have had less experience of books and digital
technologies, to have poorer access to books, different understandings about the purposes
and uses of literacy, a more limited knowledge of the world, poorer oral language and
vocabulary skills, a less secure grasp of narrative and are more likely to have to have
mothers and care-givers who are less-well educated and poorly positioned to support
them in learning to read and write. (Zill and Resnick 2006). Also, Stanovich’s work on
‘Matthew effects’ shows that a poor start to the most ‘visible’ aspect of reading -
decoding words - can have lasting and compounding effects throughout a child’s school
career (Stanovich 1986). This would suggest the value of research paradigms that
acknowledge different understandings and experiences.

The implications of children’s different skill levels for the literacy curriculum are the
starting-point for the work of Carol Connor and her colleagues (Connor et al 2004;
Connor et al 2005). In a series of cohort studies, they investigated the optimum balance
between phonics and reading-for-meaning activities, and also between child-directed or
teacher-directed learning opportunities. The optimum ‘literacy learning mix’ depended on
children’s pre-existing letter-word reading and vocabulary skills. Those starting school
with above-average vocabulary scores made greatest gains when they spent more time
engaged in meaning-focused and self-directed activities such as independent reading;
children starting school with below-average vocabulary scores made greater gains when
given teacher-directed phonics activities at the start and increased self-directed, reading-
for-meaning, activities as the year progressed. However, the picture is complex: children
requiring less phonics instruction in Grade 1, benefited from more teacher-directed
phonics work in Grade 2. (Connor et al 2007a). To take the guesswork out of teaching
phonics, the team developed algorithms that calculate the optimum amount of time that
children with different literacy and language skill profiles should spend on each kind of
instruction and learning activity to maximize progress.

This is an important shift in the view of evidence-based teaching. Rather than producing
evidence about the *best programme’ regardless of the pupil cohort, Connor offers



teachers access to complex data to help them plan the most effective ways to implement
their existing reading and phonics curriculum. It is a different vision of the teacher’s role
in driving literacy education. It does not focus on compliance to a programme designed,
trialled and chosen by others, but uses technological advances in information handling to
harness research evidence as part of the teacher’s planning process. This positions
teachers’ everyday use of evidence in a positive and symbiotic relationship to the
evidence produced by researchers and creates the possibility of pulling the ‘evidence in
the classroom’ and the ‘research evidence out there’ into greater alignment. This work
illustrates the power of a series of cohort studies to map the terrain and develop a
complex model in which teachers and teaching are seen as part of the solution rather than
a complicating factor in the problem.

How teachers are positioned in relation to evidence-based teaching matters. RCT
programme evaluations inevitably tend to see any contextual analysis, including teachers’
professional judgment, as a threat to compliance procedures. They offer little incentive to
take a diagnostic view of learning and no clear mechanisms for adapting programmes in
the light of such evidence. Although some researchers express irritation with school
cultures which, they feel, privilege professional judgment and encourage teachers to cling
to ineffective practices, teachers are equally irritated by initiatives that, they feel, neither
expect nor allow them to respond to the children in front of them but promote rigid
curriculum frameworks with narrow models of teaching or literacy.

The evidence promoting programme adaptation

Yet there are strong imperatives for teachers to attend to the ecology of the whole
curriculum rather than implementing discrete programmes. The language and literacy
curriculum has to meet wide (and frequently changing) sets of goals. For example,
children must learn to read, but they may also need to learn to work together or to use
their reading skills in specifically creative, critical or entrepreneurial ways. A series of
atomistic programmes is rarely an effective way to deliver diverse policy outcomes, and
programmes are often adapted to take account of these wider goals.

The evidence on pupil engagement also highlights the importance of adapting
programmes to link curricular areas and to contextualize and present activities in ways
that pupils find relevant and interesting. Reading engagement matters because high
engagement mitigates the worst effects of socio-economic status on reading attainment
(Topping et al 2003). Teachers, who can do nothing to change the socio-economic factors
that impinge on children’s lives, can limit its impact on literacy attainment by actively
promoting reading engagement. Moreover, avid readers develop richer vocabularies,
better verbal reasoning skills, and wider general knowledge, which drives-up attainment
across the curriculum (Cunningham and Stanovich 1998).

In a meta-analysis of the research evidence on reading engagement, Guthrie and
Humenick (2004) show that, to produce engaged readers, the literacy curriculum must
promote curricular coherence (so that pupils see the links between subjects and tasks),



strategy teaching (so that pupils know how to apply the skills and knowledge gained in
one task on others), intrinsic purposes (so that tasks that are meaningful and have
outcomes that the pupils believe are worthwhile), choice (so that pupils can influence the
learning tasks, their timing, their sequence their outcomes and materials) and
collaboration (so that pupils’ learning is social, which aids their persistence and
perseverance with challenging tasks). These elements are not about individual
programmes, but are about how teachers create coherent links between programmes, how
they link literacy teaching to other areas of the curriculum, and how they contextualize
literacy tasks to make them interesting and intrinsically motivating for pupils. This
evidence implies that the impact of a programme is not solely affected by its content and
design but by how it is adapted to complement other programmes and to dovetail with the
core concerns and interests of the pupils. It sits in almost direct opposition to the
compliance-measures required by RCTs. The challenge is to employ programmes in ways
that respect the ecology of the curriculum, the policy goals of the school, the evidence
from research and the learning needs of the pupils.

Understanding how teachers use evidence

Perhaps the key issue is to develop a better understanding of how teachers use the
evidence of research and of pupil performance in this complex process, and of the ways
that staff development, school systems and curriculum frameworks can prompt better use
of this evidence.

Although modern schools have more data about pupil performance than ever before, it
does not always make a positive difference to what teachers actually do. Some research
indicates that this is due to factors such as lack of time or difficulties in accessing the
information in a usable form (Wayman and Stringfield 2006). A number of studies
indicate that teachers make fairly accurate judgments about language and literacy
attainment (e.g. Williams 2006) but less accurate diagnostic judgments (Cabell et al
2009). The accuracy may depend on the specific aspect of language and literacy that is
being considered. Nation and Angell (2006) indicate that teachers overlook reading
comprehension difficulties, especially when the pupil has strong decoding skills, but that
they do notice decoding difficulties. Screening procedures that could help teachers
identify pupils with problems often lack the sensitivity to accurately identify pupils with
problems when used alone and, although using two screening tests can increase their
sensitivity, their specificity (i.e. their accuracy in not identifying those who do not have
problems) and their predictive power are too poor to form a reliable basis for intervention
(Fletcher et al 2001).

The few studies that have been done on effective evidence-use by teachers highlight the
need for schools and local authorities to have a deliberate agenda for getting teachers to
think about the formal data that schools keep on pupils and to agree common
understandings of how it can be used in relation to their professional judgment and
diagnostic analyses (Zhao & Frank, 2003; Wayman 2005). They suggest that teachers
are enthusiastic about evidence when it provides useful information for their classroom
practice and that establishing a rationale for the use of particular types of evidence,



modeling such use, and structuring time for teachers to learn about how to use it can be a
helpful way forward. Any debate will be complicated by the cross-disciplinary nature of
literacy learning research. Psychology, linguistics, sociology, literature and philosophy
all directly and indirectly inform classroom pedagogy and each values different types of
evidence and different discourses around that evidence.

We also know that teachers differ in their ability to plan and organize their work; in an
RCT of their phonics algorithm software, Connor et al found that some teachers struggled
to manage the group planning and organization elements recommended by the software.
Teachers also differed in how frequently they accessed the data to plan their lesson
content and delivery. Those who were most diligent and organized in using the software
had classes with greater reading gains (Connor et al 2007b).

Pedagogical expertise apart, ethnographic studies indicate that teachers have different
views about what learning to be literate involves, what constitutes high-quality evidence
and what is appropriate use of that evidence. Some teachers focus on evidence of the
child’s understanding and skills but others focus on what it tells them about the learning
processes, pupil engagement, the suitability of course content or the impact of their
teaching. These differences are found to exist in the classroom and at every level of
policy implementation in the education system (Coburn and Talbert 2006).

Coburn (2001; 2003) and Stein and Coburn (2008) show that some staff development
approaches prompt more effective use of evidence about pupil learning than others. The
most powerful specify ‘big ideas’ about teaching content and provide brief tutorials
where necessary, but importantly clarify the purpose of the learning activities. Less
effective strategies focus on instructional routes through programme material and tend to
generate discussions about pupil throughput or the programme’s management and
organization. Effective strategies produced conversations that focused on teaching and
learning and prompted teachers to discuss teaching in the context of specific pupils, their
responses to lessons, their understanding and attitudes and the evidence of their learning.
This led to new understandings of the teaching content, new insights into the evidence of
pupils’ learning and a better grasp of the teaching issues. (Stein and Coburn 2008).

National policies and evidence-based education

Given this evidence and the evidence of diverse pupil populations, the wisdom of making
blanket recommendations about the ‘best’ teaching programmes and pedagogies is
questionable. Yet in countries with centralized literacy curricula, this is exactly how
literacy policy often operates. A further complication comes because evidence is often
understood and used differently by politicians, policy makers and practitioners. For
example, the discussion of phonics teaching in England, Australia and the US recently
focused on a rather polarized debate about the relative efficacy of synthetic or analytic
phonics teaching. Two meta-analyses of the research yielded no clear advantage for
either approach, simply that systematic phonics programmes were all more effective than
non-systematic ones (NICHD 2000; Torgerson et al 2006) and the data is complex and



needs careful interpretation (Wyse and Goswami 2008). Despite this, a policy review in
England cited successful initiatives in, amongst other places, Clackmannanshire, Scotland
to recommend that all schools adopt discrete, systematic synthetic phonics programmes,
(DfES 2006). The evidence is, at best, contradictory; whilst psychology tests showed an
average three-and-a-half year gain in decoding words, national reading test attainment
was disappointingly average in the two largest and most advantaged schools (which
accounted for over half the pupils involved in the study) and there was marked variation
amongst the other schools involved, with some doing exceptionally well but others rather
poorly (Ellis 2007).

Moss and Huxford observe, ‘Phonics in the policy context is not the same as phonics in
the research context or phonics as a focus for a political campaign’ (Moss and Huxford
2007: 74). In England, phonics was a lever for opposition politicians, pressure groups
such as the Reading Reform Foundation, some phonics researchers and sections of the
media to challenge the government’s National Literacy Strategy. Attainment in early
literacy had leveled out. The teaching-and-learning solution to this might require detailed
and complex conversations about the characteristics and trajectories of particular pupil
cohorts, the intricate nature of the early reading curriculum and how phonological
development interacts with comprehension, phonics and wider issues of reading
engagement. However, the political and policy imperatives required the exact opposite: a
quick and clear position statement and an unambiguous plan of action to prevent further
political fallout. Thus, new curriculum advice was issued for schools and the Prime
Minister’s Strategy Unit suggested ‘The best response may be for the government to take
a top-down approach and require the adoption of best practice’ (PMSU 2006: 58). The
government established a committee to establish which commercial phonics schemes met
the new curriculum requirements (Brooks 2006) and requested details of the phonics
content of university initial teacher education courses.

Such policy actions form the backdrop for teachers” work in schools, and set the tone and
agenda for educational debate in the media. They help define how teachers and everyone
involved in the education system thinks about literacy teaching. They do not focus
teachers on the evidence in front of them or on the research evidence out there but exert
considerable pressure on them to deliver programmes and comply with the latest
government policy. It is a rather depressing thought that centralized curriculum decisions
will always be under wider policy and political pressure to deliver clear, definitive
answers and, consequently, will always distract the teaching profession from more
nuanced and complex debates about teaching and learning, and about how to use
evidence more effectively to teach literacy in particular contexts with particular children
and teachers.

Conclusion

Issues undoubtedly exist surrounding teachers’ use of evidence. Researchers and those
who fund and use education research have a responsibility to ensure that designs that
generate contextual information are not undersold. Policymakers, managers and teachers
themselves, have a responsibility to promote discussions that deepen diagnostic



understandings and prompt effective action. To make real progress in these tasks
however, we need wider discussion of how teachers are professionalized to attend to the
research evidence and to the evidence in front of them, and a better understanding of
what impacts on teachers’ use of evidence and of how wider policy and curriculum
structures support or undermine this process.
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