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Seven Myths About Education

In this controversial new book, Daisy Christodoulou offers a thought-provoking critique of educational orthodoxy. Drawing on her recent experience of teaching in challenging schools, through a wide range of examples and case studies she shows just how much classroom practice contradicts basic scientific principles. She examines seven widely held beliefs which are holding back pupils and teachers:


	facts prevent understanding

	teacher-led instruction is passive

	the twenty-first century fundamentally changes everything

	you can always just look it up

	we should teach transferable skills

	projects and activities are the best way to learn

	teaching knowledge is indoctrination.



In each accessible and engaging chapter, Christodoulou sets out the theory of each myth, considers its practical implications and shows the worrying prevalence of such practice. Then, she explains exactly why it is a myth, with reference to the principles of modern cognitive science. She builds a powerful case explaining how governments and educational organisations around the world have let down teachers and pupils by promoting and even mandating evidence-less theory and bad practice.

This blisteringly incisive and urgent text is essential reading for all teachers, teacher training students, policy makers, headteachers, researchers and academics around the world.

Daisy Christodoulou is Research and Development Manager at ARK Schools, UK.




‘This splendid, disinfecting book needs to be distributed gratis to every teacher, administrator, and college professor in the US’ – Professor E.D. Hirsch, eminent US scholar and former University of Virginia Professor of Education and Humanities

‘It is clear, from reading this book, that much of what is currently considered as “best practice” in schools, is in fact close to useless: at best merely a waste of time, and at worst an impediment to learning. [This book] is extremely controversial in the best way possible: it is correct’ – Tom Bennett, TES columnist, author and teacher, UK
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Foreword

by Professor E.D. Hirsch


When this book first came out like a cleansing breeze from across the Atlantic Ocean to the USA, I wrote on the Huffington Post that it deserved “to be nominated as the “best book of 2013 on American education.” I observed that there’s little difference in the dominant educational ideas of the two countries, and that these ideas are accurately described as myths. The myths that Daisy Christodoulou identifies are anti-intellectual and (unwittingly) anti-egalitarian. By disparaging facts and knowledge they simultaneously lower overall school achievement and widen the gap between haves and have-nots.

Social science research in the United States has shown a consistent correlation between income and vocabulary size. Students who have been read to as toddlers, and who understand the language of the classroom are constantly building up their knowledge and vocabulary in school. Those who come from less advantaged homes enter school without the verbal repertoire and knowledge that enable them to thrive. Instead, they fall further behind more fortunate children.

This widening of the gap can be reversed by systematic knowledge building in the school – as 25 years of evidence from Core Knowledge schools has shown. But no such good result can come from incoherent curricula and teachers who have been indoctrinated in anti-fact myths.

When this book came out in digital form last year, the educational establishment on both sides of the Atlantic criticized it vigorously for creating “straw men.” What good teachers believed was much more subtle, so they said, which was that facts in isolation worked against “understanding,” and that teacher-led teaching led to passivity. The slogans which have caused the anti-fact ideas to persist have been refined and field tested for a hundred years. Subtle rhetorical adjustments have been made in their manner of presentation, enabling the defenders of the status quo to claim that Ms Christodoulou is describing “straw men!” No sensible person, they respond, ever actually said that “Facts prevent understanding.” Now it’s true that no one ever puts it in just that blunt way. Rather, the idea is implied by persistently repeating the principle that facts are much less important than “understanding.” This book’s strength is in the way it exposes this linguistic legerdemain by analysing in detail the classroom practice it inspires. For all their rhetorical refinements, in practice too many in the educational establishment really do minimise and deride the teaching of facts.

As Ms Christodoulou says, far from attacking a straw man, she is attacking what is openly described as ‘best practice’. She has amply documented her analysis, setting forth each myth not in her own words but by direct quotations from recognized authorities. She then describes how each idea actually has worked in practice, and she presents an account of the relevant research in cognitive psychology that overwhelmingly debunks the guiding idea or myth. It’s all presented with clarity, earnestness, and wit, from a person who has been a classroom teacher, and who has seen in action the tragic failures of these dominant ideas.

Those myths have one enormous drawback. They are empirically incorrect. They don’t conform to how the mind works. They exhibit just enough apparent truth and attractiveness to have won the minds and hearts of teachers for nearly a hundred years. That’s why this book is so very important. As a forceful, well-researched book by a teacher, it may persuade other teachers as well as the general public. In the contemporary world we can no longer afford the ineffectual and inegalitarian education induced by these well-meant but disastrous conceptual mistakes.





Foreword

by Dylan Wiliam


For the last decade or so, politicians and policymakers of all complexions have advocated a view that education should be more strongly based on research evidence about “what works” in promoting student learning. The idea is that if only we could make education more like medicine, then everything would be fine. There are two problems with this. Firstly, it is now clear that medicine is much less “research-based” than most people imagine, with practice based as much on the basis of historical practice, or flawed research studies, as it is on what really helps improve health and wellbeing (Goldacre, 2012). Second, when education is contrasted negatively with medicine, the examples being used are usually highly selective. We have had huge successes in combatting diseases such as polio and smallpox, but we know far less about issues such as how to get people to adhere to drug regimes that will help them survive.

What is particularly ironic in all this is that there is now a substantial amount of knowledge about what happens when learning takes place, and what kinds of school experiences are likely to help students make the greatest progress, and yet very little of this research evidence makes its way into classrooms. Many university departments of education do not have a single psychologist, and most teacher preparation programmes include little or no psychology of education. As a result, it is entirely possible for someone to qualify as a teacher and have no knowledge about recent, and even not so recent, advances in cognitive psychology.

For example, there is now a considerable body of evidence that discovery learning approaches—where students “discover things for themselves”—is simply less effective than those where the students are guided by a teacher to the intended learning outcomes (Mayer 2004). This does not mean that students should be passive recipients of knowledge—the idea that learning is an active rather than a passive process has been well established for over half-a-century—but activity is not the same as engagement. In too many classrooms, teachers worry about having the students active rather than having the students thinking, and even where students are thinking, there is often too little concern for what students are thinking about.

We also know that just getting teachers to talk less, and have students talk more is unlikely to improve learning in classrooms. For example, in the TIMSS video studies of middle-school mathematics classrooms, it was discovered that in US classrooms (which for these purposes are very similar to UK classrooms), there were approximately 8 teacher words for every student word. In Japanese middle schools, the figure was 13, and for Hong Kong, it was 16.

This disconnect between what cognitive science has revealed about learning and what happens in our classrooms has for me been a growing source of unease for many years, and then a few months ago, I came across Daisy Christodoulou’s wonderful book. I had been asked for my opinion on the book by someone who regarded it as heretical, and so, one Sunday morning, I downloaded it on to my Kindle and began reading it.

I wasn’t sure what to expect. Too many books that claim to expose “myths” about something or other start out by erecting straw men—claims that no-one really believed in the first place, or are so specific that they can easily be disproved—and then demolishing them. What it refreshing about Seven Myths About Education is that the myths presented really are widely held, and what’s more the book goes into considerable detail to show evidence that they are endorsed at the highest levels of our education system. And then, with brilliant analysis, Daisy Christodoulou provides rigorous scientific evidence that each of these myths is just that—something that is just demonstrably wrong. It is also beautifully written.

In my view, this may well be the most important book of the decade on teaching (and I reluctantly include my own works in this assessment). It should be required reading on every teacher training course, and schools that are genuinely interested in unleashing the power of education to transform the lives of young people should buy a copy for every teacher. I’ve never said that about a book before, but that’s how good I think Seven Myths About Education is.
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Introduction

My mother and father are both intelligent people who grew up in the East End of London. They both left school young, with few formal qualifications. Although they have had happy and fulfilled lives, I think they have both wondered at various points in their life what might have been if they had been pushed and encouraged at school. I see people of my parents’ age in the news all the time who are no more innately intelligent than them, but who, thanks to different circumstances of birth and education, have had many more opportunities in life. Education matters. And in modern Britain, all the statistics tell us that we are not much closer to a fair distribution of educational opportunity than we were in my parents’ day. For example, a 2010 report by the Equalities and Human Rights Commission states that ‘educational attainment continues to be strongly associated with socio-economic background’, that ‘students eligible for FSM [free school meals] are only half as likely to have good GCSE results as those who are not’ and that ‘the proportion of young people entering higher education from lower socio-economic groups … remains substantially below that of those from professional backgrounds’.1

Research by the Sutton Trust confirms these findings, showing that while educational inequalities are established before a pupil starts school, ‘the inequalities continue to widen in school: two thirds of pupils on free school meals who are among the top fifth of performers at age 11 are not among the top fifth of performers at GCSE, and half do not go on to university’.2 Although the numbers attending higher education (HE) institutions have increased dramatically since the 1960s, there is evidence that this expansion has disproportionately benefited the already wealthy. In 2003, Blanden and Machin argued that HE expansion ‘has actually acted to significantly widen participation gaps between rich and poor children’.3

Like my parents, I grew up in East London and went to my local primary school. At 11, I got an assisted place which paid the fees for me to go to a private school. At 18, I went to the University of Warwick to study English Literature. From the moment I got the assisted place, I was well aware of how fortunate and privileged I was. When I graduated from university, one of the reasons why I decided to train as a teacher was to try to share the good luck and privilege I had had with others. I trained through Teach First in 2007 and was placed in a secondary school in London soon after. I taught there for three years and enjoyed it immensely. However, day after day I would be confronted with astonishing evidence of the pupils’ low levels of basic skills and knowledge.

When I talked to colleagues at other schools, they had similar experiences. We were all teaching in particularly challenging schools, admittedly, so our experience is not completely representative. However, from the research I have done since, I do not think that what we encountered was that exceptional. On the subject of basic skills, research from the University of Sheffield shows that 22 per cent of 16–19-year-olds have serious problems with numeracy and 17 per cent have similar problems with literacy.4 Mathematically, the adults in this category have ‘very basic competence in maths, mainly limited to arithmetical computations and some ability to comprehend and use other forms of mathematical information’.5 The report gives some examples of the types of maths questions that can be too tricky for people in this category:

Subtract 1.78 from 5.

Take away 2.43 from 5.

Number of apples each person gets if a box of 72 is shared by six people.

Work out 15% of 700.

Number of children in a crowd of 7900 if the proportion is 10%.

What is 5/6 of 300?6


The weak literacy that defines this category is ‘people at this level can handle only simple tests and straightforward questions on them where no distracting information is adjacent or nearby’.7 The report does not give any concrete examples of exactly the kinds of tasks people in this category are unable to accomplish. I would put forward my own example. I have given the 2009 Welsh Joint Education Committee Foundation GCSE English Paper 2 to several classes of pupils.8 It features a series of comprehension questions on a leaflet from the Royal National Lifeboat Institution (RNLI) (see Figure 1.1).

[image: ]Figure 1.1 Text from a Royal National Lifeboat Institution's leaflet used in the 2009 Welsh Joint Education Committee Foundation English Paper 2.
One of the questions that followed was: ‘List two things you will receive if you become a member of the RNLI.’ Several pupils who sat this paper responded ‘A lifeboat’. This was an actual GCSE paper and the examiners’ report confirms that my pupils were not alone in making this inference: ‘A number of markers were also told that if they became members of the RNLI, they would receive a lifeboat in return!’9 I think this is what the Sheffield researchers mean when they speak of pupils who can only answer ‘straightforward questions … where no distracting information is adjacent or nearby’.10

As far as I know, there has been no similarly robust investigation into the type of knowledge school-leavers have and do not have. There is certainly no evidence that contradicts my anecdotal impressions, and there is some, admittedly less robust, evidence that confirms it. An informal survey done by the history professor Derek Matthews is particularly revealing as he questioned pupils at the other end of the educational scale from the ones I taught.11 He asked his first-year history undergraduates five fairly basic questions about British history; 89 per cent of them could not name a nineteenth-century British prime minister while 70 per cent did not know where the Boer Wars were fought. If that is what Russell Group undergraduates do not know, then what can we assume that the 40 per cent of school-leavers who fail to get five A*–Cs at GCSE do know? In my experience and that of many of my colleagues, very little.

I want to give a few examples of what pupils don’t know in order to illustrate this problem. My aim in giving these examples is not to mock or insult these pupils. Far from it: a central aim of this book is to show that the reason why these pupils have such poor skills and know so little is because we have failed to teach them those important skills and knowledge. If these examples are meant to shame anyone, it is to shame all of us involved in education. But rather than apportioning blame, the real reason why I have included these examples is to give some kind of an idea about the concrete reality behind the figures and statistics that are often quoted. Before I became a teacher, I would read reports about a certain percentage of school-leavers being unable to read, and I would tut and then turn to the next page in the paper. By giving these examples, I want to try to explain what the actual reality of these statistics is. I have taught many pupils who could not place London, their home city, on a map of Britain or their local area on a map of London. Many could not name the date of any significant historical event. Their understanding of the difference between continents and countries was weak – plenty thought Africa was a country. Plenty did not understand the difference between England and Great Britain; plenty could not name the four countries that make up the UK. They seemed to know vaguely that in the distant past cars, aeroplanes, computers and telephones did not exist, but they had little idea about how people travelled and communicated before their invention. Most of my pupils had heard of America and Australia, but many of them were unaware that there was a time when English-speaking people did not live there. Many were also unaware of the origins of basic foods such as milk, bread and potatoes. It seems to me that pupils who do not know these things are at a disadvantage.

Let me make one thing clear: I am not claiming that there was some golden age of English education. Things may not be perfect now, but I would not for a second argue that they were in the past. The main aim of this book is to show how we need to change education based on the discoveries of modern science. The exemplars I refer to are not from England 50 years ago but from high-performing countries today. When I began teaching, I knew full well that the education system which failed my parents was deeply flawed. I had naively assumed that in the interim, it would have improved greatly. The Sheffield research showed that the proportions of pupils failing to achieve those basic literacy and numeracy skills had not changed much over the decades. Research by Michael Shayer suggests that pupils’ problem-solving skills have stagnated or even regressed over the last few decades, too.12

I have never worked so hard in my life as in my first year of teaching, and I doubt I ever will again. All my colleagues worked ceaselessly, too. Some politicians liked to blame us for being lazy and having low expectations, but I knew that we were not lacking effort or good intentions. And yet so many of our pupils left us unable to read or write properly, and with the kind of ignorance I have described previously. What on earth were we doing wrong?

What I want to suggest here is that the problem is one of content, not structures. This is an unpopular view. Politically, both those on the right and on the left prefer structural solutions to education problems. The right ask for teachers to work harder and for a return to academic selection; the left ask for genuine comprehensives and for more money for schools. Over the last decade, the biggest reforms in English schools have involved the way schools are governed and managed. The first few New Labour academies allowed for schools to exist outside of the control of local authorities; the current coalition government have allowed many more schools to become academies and have also allowed new free schools to be set up by groups of parents and educators. These reforms are undoubtedly important and deserving of debate and scrutiny. But they are about one very small aspect of education reform, and in all the heat and controversy about school structures, much else that matters gets lost. In particular, we pay too little attention to the actual content of lessons: what gets taught and how it is taught. In the end, that is what education is about. Anyone who wishes to change school structures should see this not as a good in itself, but as a means to the end of improving the actual content of education, of making what actually happens in the classroom better than it was before. However, I fear that in all the debates about school structures, we have come to consider these changes as an end in themselves. In this book, I want to shift the focus back on to what actually happens in the classroom.

My central argument is that much of what teachers are taught about education is wrong, and that they are encouraged to teach in ineffective ways. After I had been teaching for three years, I took a year out to do further study. I was shocked to stumble across an entire field of educational and scientific research which completely disproved so many of the theories I had been taught when training and teaching. I was not just shocked; I was angry. I felt as though I had been misled. I had been working furiously for three years, teaching hundreds of lessons, and much information that would have made my life a whole lot easier and would have helped my pupils immeasurably had just never been introduced to me. Worse, ideas that had absolutely no evidence backing them up had been presented to me as unquestionable axioms. One of the writers I most enjoyed reading was Herbert Simon. His research into decision-making won him a Nobel Prize. Together with two other cognitive scientists, he wrote a paper criticising many of the ideas that are popular in US education:

New ‘theories’ of education are introduced into schools every day (without labeling them as experiments) on the basis of their philosophical or common-sense plausibility but without genuine empirical support.13


Many of the experiments and evidenceless theories he saw in US schools are unfortunately also present in the English education system.

In this book, I outline what I think the seven most damaging of these myths are. There is a chapter on each one. In each chapter, I have gone to great lengths to prove that this particular myth is indeed prevalent in education, and more specifically, in schools. This is because in discussions I have had about these topics, lots of people have simply refused to believe my descriptions of what things are like in schools. The most frequent objection I have faced is that I have isolated some examples of bad practice and generalised from them; or, in other terms, I am attacking a straw man. Nothing could be further from the truth. The kind of practice I am attacking in this book is what many education authorities consider to be the very best practice. For every myth I have identified, I have found concrete and robust examples of how this myth has influenced classroom practice across England. Only then do I go on to show why it is a myth and why it is so damaging.

When proving that these myths exist and are influential, I have considered two main categories of evidence. The first is theoretical: I have tried to find the philosophical roots of these myths. In some chapters, this involves going back decades or even centuries; in other chapters, I have looked at what current theorists are saying. The second category is practical. This mainly involves looking at recent publications of government advice to teachers, popular teacher training manuals and articles in the educational press. Here, I have leant very heavily on subject reports from the Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills (Ofsted). I explain the full rationale for using such reports in Chapter 2, but briefly, these reports are based on national inspection data and provide detailed descriptions of classroom practice. It would have been easy to have found similar descriptions of similar classroom practice from a variety of other sources, and indeed, I do use some examples from such sources, but none of these have the authority and range of Ofsted’s judgements. Only once I have established the prevalence of a practice do I give anecdotal explanations of my own experience with it.

I know that there are many people who think that only practical evidence matters. I disagree. To understand the actions of practical people, I think we need to examine their underlying philosophical rationale. On this point, I have been much influenced by John Maynard Keynes’s famous explanation of the power of ideas:

The ideas of economists and political philosophers, both when they are right and when they are wrong, are more powerful than is commonly understood. Indeed the world is ruled by little else. Practical men, who believe themselves to be quite exempt from any intellectual influence, are usually the slaves of some defunct economist.14


I am interested in tracing ideas, not the citations of names. It is entirely possible to be influenced by the ideas of someone you have never heard of. Most of the Ofsted inspectors I have met present themselves as very practical and hard-headed people. Many of them may never have read or even heard of theorists such as Paulo Freire. But I would still contend that they are deeply influenced by such defunct theorists. In this book, I try to trace the links between theories and modern practice. Explaining what a theory means in practice is important, because I think that when you read theories on their own, they often have a surface plausibility that is convincing. Before I became a teacher, I read many vague theories about Google changing the way we think that I found very persuasive. But I was never forced to fully consider the practical implications of these theories. The other reason why it is important to consider the practical implications of a theory is that it makes having a debate about the issue clearer. Theories can often be couched in vague and unclear terms. Sometimes it is not always clear exactly what they mean. Richard Hofstadter noticed that this was the case with John Dewey:

It is commonly said that Dewey was misunderstood, and it is repeatedly pointed out that in time he had to protest against some of the educational practices carried on in his name. Perhaps his intent was widely, even regularly violated, but Dewey was hard to read and interpret. He wrote prose of terrible vagueness and plasticity … that this style is, perhaps symptomatically, at its worst in Dewey’s most important educational writings suggests that his great influence as an educational spokesman may have been derived in some part from the very inaccessibility of his exact meanings … Serious faults in style are rarely, if ever, matters of ‘mere’ style; they embody real difficulties in conception. Far more probable than the thesis that Dewey was perversely distorted by obtuse or overenthusiastic followers is the idea that the unresolved problems of interpretation to which his work gave rise were tokens of real ambiguities and gaps in thought.15


I have found this to be true not just of Dewey but of many modern educationalists. Often, I would read articles by theorists who would spend an entire essay denigrating the ideas of facts and fact-learning, and then include a throwaway line at the end like ‘of course I do not mean that you should not teach facts’. Then I would look at the practice they recommended and see that, actually, it really did involve not teaching facts. So, by looking at what these theories and theorists recommend in practice, we have a firmer basis for debate and discussion.

The seven myths I have identified are as follows:

	facts prevent understanding

	teacher-led instruction is passive

	the twenty-first century fundamentally changes everything

	you can always just look it up

	we should teach transferable skills

	projects and activities are the best way to learn

	teaching knowledge is indoctrination.


Collectively, some would say that these myths are examples of progressive education. I reject this label. First, there is nothing at all progressive about myths. Second, as I show in Chapter 7, there has never been unanimity of agreement from progressives about these ideas. Third, the word progressive implies newness and originality. There is nothing new about any of these ideas. They have been around for decades, sometimes longer. The progress we are making in discovering how humans learn actually discredits these ideas.

If I had to come up with a word or phrase to sum up the intellectual rationale behind these myths, then I would prefer educational formalism, as many of these myths work on the assumption that form is more important than substance. If I had to come up with an intellectual trend that underpins them, then I would choose postmodernism, not progressivism. Postmodernism is sceptical about the value of truth and knowledge, and many of these myths have at their heart a deep scepticism about the value of knowledge. It is for this reason that I begin with myth 1 (facts prevent understanding) and 2 (teacher-led instruction is passive). These could be said to be the foundation myths of all the others discussed in this book. They have a long pedigree and they provide the theoretical justification for so much of what goes on in schools. The next two myths, that the twenty-first century fundamentally changes everything and that you can always just look it up, are essentially modern justifications for myth 1. Myth 5, that we should teach transferable skills, is another justification for not teaching knowledge. Myth 6 is about pedagogy; it suggests ways of organising the classroom that reduce the transmission of knowledge. The final myth is about the political aspect of knowledge: it suggests that teaching knowledge is akin to brainwashing. Taken together, all seven myths damage the education of our pupils.


Notes

	Equalities and Human Rights Commission. How fair is Britain? Equality, human rights and good relations in 2010. The first triennial review (2011), pp. 300, 325, 340, www.
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