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Discussion section 
 

The value of educational research 
Rt Hon Charles Clarke 

 
Introduction 
 
At a time of rapid and significant change in societies across the world the case for 
research into educational methods, achievements and outcomes is unanswerable. 
Publication in a respected international journal can help disseminate the outcomes of 
such research and so raise educational standards. 
 
However there is no doubt that the mutual respect of policy-makers and researchers is 
not always as great as it should be. This article seeks to understand why, and to 
propose some remedies. 
 
 
The importance of educational success 
 
At a time of increased global competition between countries, corporations and 
individuals the importance of educational outcomes could not be greater. 
 
As educational research has demonstrated, educational capacity and achievement is an 
essential requirement for economic and social success in societies throughout the 
world. There is nothing at all new in this observation. Door-to-door encyclopaedia 
salesmen and institutions like the miners’ libraries flourished because ordinary people 
knew that a good education provided the means to future achievement. 
 
Today education ministries throughout the world look at measures like the PISA 
scores and take them as a basis for re-evaluating their own national approaches. 
 
In almost all countries, educational policies are motivated by both the desire for social 
mobility and a search for social justice. 
 
Social mobility is the process through which individuals from all strata of society can 
reasonably hope to reach the highest places of influence and leadership, whether in 
business, the professions, social institutions or political and public leadership. 
 
Broadly speaking the greater social mobility, the more likely are societies to be stable 
and economically successful. The stronger and more pervasive the system of public 
education the greater will be social mobility. 
 
Public education is similarly a central lever in the creation of socially just societies, in 
which every individual feels that they have been able to fulfil their potential and attain 
a way of life which benefits both themselves and the wider society. 
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The popular understanding of these points is the reason why education has become 
such a significant rallying cry for politicians throughout the world. Tony Blair’s 
‘education, education, education’ in 1997 in the UK is just one example of a host of 
politicians who have placed higher standards for education at the core of their 
political appeal. 
 
The need for educational research 
 
But of course recognition of the need for educational success is only part of the battle, 
and a part that has generally been won. 
 
Far more difficult, and in many ways more significant, is answering the question, 
‘How do we achieve educational success?’ and here is the importance of educational 
research. 
 
Some have argued that all you need for success is money and resources. But the truth 
is that more resources are at best a necessary and not a sufficient condition for 
improving educational outcomes. 
 
Extra resources may not even be necessary to improve educational outcomes. At 
every level of provision of resources for education, improved outcomes can be 
achieved. If extra resources are available, decisions have to be taken as to the best use 
of those resources: which levels of education to focus upon, whether to spend on more 
teachers, better-trained teachers, or better equipment and facilities. 
 
Educational decision-takers at all levels and in all countries are wrestling with these 
issues every day, and as they do so dealing with the strong vested interests which cry 
out that theirs will be the most productive place to spend. 
 
Research in education should be an important part of providing the answer to these 
difficult questions. 
 
A simple list of the types of question which need answering illustrates the potential 
for properly-focused educational research. 
 
Straightforward pedagogy raises a useful set of starters. Does class size make any 
difference at all, if so in what way? Can individual tutoring improve results, inside or 
outside school? Do innovations like a focus at primary level upon literacy and 
numeracy (for example through dedicated ‘hours’) improve outcomes? What is the 
best way to teach English and reading, Maths and Science? What is the role of 
parents? Did the trade union bumper sticker, ‘If you can read this thank a teacher’, 
reflect a deep truth or should the parents’ role be given greater respect? 
 
And how can different technologies, PCs, laptops, electronic interactive whiteboards, 
mobile phones, be used to improve educational results? Is the decision of the Texas 
Board of Education to focus on teaching Science through e-learning (possibly 
reducing spending on resources by over half) wise or foolish? 
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There is plenty of room for ‘gut feeling’ on questions such as these, which is no doubt 
why a current UK education minister is setting long division tests for every academic 
he meets. But what is really needed is judgements based on real research and 
understanding. 
 
The same is true for the curriculum. The National Curriculum in the UK is only 25 
years old and has already gone through major changes, swerving between more and 
less prescriptive central direction. Qualifications like ‘A’ levels, the International 
Baccalaureate and Diplomas move in and out of fashion, as do subjects like Latin, 
Geography and Modern Foreign Languages. And all the time the relationship between 
education and work remains a problematic and contested area as employers complain 
that people coming out of school aren’t properly prepared and educationists doubt the 
value of teaching work skills. 
 
Assessment provokes polemic and conflict. Some argue that exams have been 
‘dumbed down’ and coursework is not an appropriate method of assessment. Others 
say that technology could be used to help assess far more effectively. There is 
perpetual confusion about the purpose of testing educational outcomes and whose 
benefit it serves, and again the relationship between general and vocational testing is 
unclear. 
 
And in most countries in the world, the burning question is how to improve the 
quality of teaching. There is no consensus about the best methods of initial training or 
the best form of continuous professional development. There is not even agreement 
about whether responsibility lies with the school, the local authority or the teacher 
themselves. The introduction of less qualified ‘teaching assistants’ has provoked 
controversy and even confrontation. 
 
The aspiration of the International Journal for Lesson and Learning Studies to 
stimulate the growth of a data base of lesson studies on topics that teachers find 
particularly difficult to teach is a good example of the kind of practical resource 
which can help to drive up teaching standards. 
 
And finally governments across the world are uncertain about the best way of driving 
improvements in performance. What is the best form of accountability? What is the 
place of inspection regimes like OFSTED, of reporting through ‘league tables’ or 
similar methods? 
 
And what is the best way to organise schools? Does selection, at 11, 14 or 16 have a 
role? Do different types of school, like ‘Academies’, ‘Specialist Schools’, ‘Free 
schools’? What, if any, is the role of the Local Education Authority? Should classes 
be streamed by ability? Should the school day be longer – or shorter? Should the 
school year be differently organised, with school for more weeks of the year? Or 
organised in a different way? How can leadership be improved and head teachers be 
made more effective? 
 
Or is this all too optimistic? Are educational outcomes predetermined by economic 
and class origins? Have those teachers who argue that in some poor socio-economic 
areas, ‘You can’t do anything with these kids,’ got a fair point? Or not? 
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So this long list of questions, and more, offer the challenge for educational 
researchers. There’s no doubt that, across the world, policy-makers are actively 
looking for answers to questions like these. 
 
Of course the answers will vary from country to country, society to society. But in 
principle it seems that there ought to be reasonable objective answers to questions 
such as these, based on high quality research analysis. 
 
However in practice there don’t seem to be many useful answers to these kinds of 
questions. 
 
It often seems, fairly or unfairly, that educational research appears to be addressing 
minor or introverted research interests, rather than offering answers to the questions 
which preoccupy policy-makers. 
 
Many organisations are ready to commission research to try and answer the types of 
question set out above. These include governments, global charities (such as Gates), 
non-governmental organisations (such as the World Bank, African Development 
Bank and others), professional associations, employers and of course special interest 
groups (for example looking at special educational needs). 
 
But to do so, they need to feel that the research will be worthwhile, and of high 
quality. 
 
Helping research to influence policy decisions 
 
The often rapid timescale of political decision-taking can significantly limit the extent 
to which research can inform policy and practical decision-taking. 
 
The influence of research will in any case depend on the timescale on which it is 
working and the extent to which it can provide soundly-based answers to questions 
such as those set out above. Researchers also need to be ready to engage in the types 
of controversy and polemic which characterise a field of policy in which public 
interest is so strong. 
 
It is often easier for research to influence the approach of policy-makers than to 
respond to agendas, often short-term, set by policy-makers. 
 
My conclusion is that educational researchers should seize the initiative by 
conducting research which addresses the kinds of questions which are of concern to 
policy-makers. Examples have been given earlier in this article, but the overall 
approach of educational research needs to be driven by a desire to understand the best 
ways to improve educational outcomes for people throughout the world who are 
seeking to improve the quality of education. 
 
The best way to do this is to enhance the quality of dialogue between the educational 
research and policy-making communities. The research community should initiate 
discussion with practitioners around the ‘future of education’ and ‘educational 
improvement’ agenda, accepting that things can be changed and improved. 
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Education researchers need to understand the agenda of policy-makers in countries 
throughout the world and to offer their services to help analyze what needs to be done 
and how best progress can be achieved. The International Journal for Lesson and 
Learning Studies can play its full part in that process. 
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A reply to Charles Clarke by Ference Marton 
 

Of ends and means 
 
Naturally, I welcome the opportunity to take part in and comment on a distinguished 
politician’s views on Educational Research. The Politics of Education is, in my 
understanding, about ends and means, i.e. about ideals and about the allocation of 
resources for realizing those ideals. Such an ideal is pointed out by Charles Clarke: 
greater social mobility. It follows from such a stance that you allocate more resources 
to them who are in the need of more. 
 
A common idea of Educational Research (shared by Charles Clarke and by many 
educational researchers as well) is that it should deliver answers to questions about 
how the resources allocated can be used as wisely as possible; such as, for instance, 
“Does class size matter?” “Is individual tutoring a good idea?” “Should we spend 
more money on technology?” “Should the students work in groups, on their own or in 
whole class?” etc. 
 
The problem with such questions is that they cannot be answered. Not because of lack 
of interest, lack of funding or lack of intellectual brilliance. They cannot be answered 
because they are not the kind of questions that can be answered. In the same way as 
we cannot tell if pills are better than surgery, if a screwdriver is better than a hammer, 
if big houses are better than small houses, if water is more important than food.  
 
Such questions are questions about means, and there are no universal answers to 
questions about means. Means are to be had in relation to aims. Some means are 
powerful for some aims, other means are powerful for other aims. Before we ask the 
question, “How do we achieve educational success?” we should ask the question, 
“What is educational success?” Not in general, but for each and every lesson in each 
and every school. 
 
Learning is always the learning of something; in this sense, learning is always 
specific. In their daily work, teachers have to deal with questions like, “Why do some 
students fail to add, subtract, multiply and divide three digit numbers; why cannot 
they explain why things sink or float; why cannot they describe a historical event 
from different perspectives, etc?” Let us call these different examples of what the 
students might have to learn “objects of learning”. There are specific keys to every 
specific object of learning, which are necessary for that object, but not for others. 
Teachers might occasionally discover such keys (critical aspects of the object of 
learning) in their practice, and through research they can be systematically searched 
for. Once those specific keys are identified, and shared by teachers, they can make use 
of them in novel cases, helping students to make the object of learning their own. If 
the specific keys are not found, and not used, this will not happen; regardless of 
whether the students are taught in whole-class, work in group, or on their own; 
regardless of whether the style of learning is predominantly visual or audile; 
regardless of whether the teacher is firm, fair and charismatic. 
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If the students do not find out about part-whole relations between numbers, they will 
fail to learn to “do sums”; if they do not separate the way of seeing (the perspective) 
from what is seen, they cannot possibly describe a historical event from different 
perspectives; if they do not distinguish between weight and volume, they cannot 
possibly have an idea of density (which is the ratio between the two), and if they do 
not use density as a conceptual tool, they cannot possibly explain why some things 
float and others sink, etc. These specific keys are what the students have to learn, they 
are the ends, which actually may vary between different students. Ways of organizing 
the work in the class, the technological gadgets, are the means among which the 
teachers have to choose. Widening the space for teachers to find the ends (“the keys 
of learning”) and to choose the means for reaching them, is the best policy-makers 
can do, I believe, in order to contribute to a development towards their vision, such as 
greater social mobility, for instance. 
 
Specific keys to the learning of specific things is not all there is. But without them, 
educational success cannot be achieved. I hope that this journal will be a main source 
of insights into what it takes to learn some of those many things that students are 
expected to learn. 
 
Ference Marton is Professor Emeritus at the Department of Pedagogical, Curricular and 
Professional Studies, University of Gothenburg, Sweden. Ference.Marton@ped.gu.se 
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A reply to Charles Clarke by Paul Morris 
 

Let’s not all become Consultants 
 
The respected former Minister describes the very real gap that exists between the 
work of educational researchers and policy makers. He makes a plea for researchers 
to focus on topics that will help to directly answer the general question, “How do we 
achieve educational success?” He provides a number of very specific questions that 
pre-occupy policy makers, which he says researchers have failed to adequately 
address. Although the topics are undoubtedly important, the questions (e.g. What is 
the best way to organise schools and to teach English?) are deceptively simple. 
 
The suggestion is that researchers do not adequately address these questions because 
they are not sufficiently committed to improving educational outcomes and have 
failed to initiate discussions, take the initiative to conduct relevant research and/or 
engage with policy makers. It is also accurately noted that some educational research 
seems to address trivial and minor issues. In essence Clarke sees researchers as the 
problem because they do not focus on finding out “what works” so that policy makers 
can act on those findings. 
 
It is clearly difficult to respond to an argument which he describes as “unanswerable”; 
but whilst self-evident propositions are central to the discourse of politics and policy 
making, they are precisely what researchers should avoid and challenge. Therein lays 
the crux of the matter: policy making and academic research are distinct activities, 
and if the latter was to define itself in terms of the priorities and expectations of 
politicians, as set out in his article, it would result in poor quality research. 
 
Researchers should be wary of defining their role as providers of policy briefs and 
attempting to provide simple answers to very complex questions; though they may 
attempt to inform policy and practice. By focusing on the search for “what works” 
researchers would end up addressing essentially technical questions, which take for 
granted the prevailing structures of schooling and fail to address the underlying values 
and political questions about what is desirable. 
 
Extensive research has been undertaken on many of the topics Clarke identifies, but 
they do not provide the simple answers he seeks. Research on the most effective 
teaching method or the effect of teaching assistants illustrates the complexity that is 
inherent in giving answers and the consequent dangers of providing simple and 
singular solutions.  
 
Effectiveness is a function of the desired outcome/purpose and the recipients. 
Evidence indicates that it is unlikely that a single teaching method will be the most 
effective for all pupils all the time and whilst teaching assistants have not been found 
to improve academic outcomes, they can have a positive effect on pupil behaviour.  
 
Similarly, differentiated schools (academies, free schools etc) have been found to 
achieve better academic results than maintained schools, but they also tend to lower 



 9 

the overall level of academic achievement in an education system. So, despite the 
recourse to generic terms such as educational “success”, “standards” and “outcomes”,  
an answer to these seemingly simple questions necessitates choices as to what and 
who is valued in a society and the trade-offs that those choices involve. Academic 
research should recognise these complexities, but in so-doing will frustrate those 
seeking a single or simple answer.  
 
The distinctiveness between research and policy making is underlined by the ways the 
latter uses the former. Given the demands of adversarial politics, the reality is often 
that academic research is manipulated by policy makers to legitimate a set of 
established beliefs and actions rather than to search for alternatives based on 
evidence. The 2010 White Paper is a case in point. It selectively raids and distorts 
what it describes as “evidence” from high performing overseas systems to justify the 
creation of a differentiated school system based on academies and free schools, and 
school-based systems of teacher education. It is notable that the White Paper makes 
little reference to academic research to promote its policies, but instead draws heavily 
on the work of the management consulting company McKinsey, and specifically the 
report by Barber and Mourshed titled “How the world’s best performing systems 
come out on top”. That document is wholly designed to identify for policy makers 
what works and in so doing it demonstrates the problems inherent in single-mindedly 
pursuing that goal. Specifically it involves a triumph of form over substance; a 
selective use of data; a flawed methodology; a lack of engagement with the existing 
evidence, literature and alternative view points; and a failure to recognise ethical 
considerations. That is not the future for educational research.  
 
Paul Morris is a Professor of Education at the Institute of Education, University of London. 
Previously he was the President of the Hong Kong Institute of Education. p.morris@ioe.ac.uk 
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A reply to Charles Clarke by Catherine Lewis 
 

Lesson study as research 
 
Like Charles Clarke, I see research as an essential underpinning of high-quality 
education, and education as the foundation to develop both individual and 
societal potential and to create a just society. Four features of lesson study as 
research give it an edge over educational research methods better known in the 
West.  
 
What is lesson study?  

 
Lesson study is a translation of the Japanese words jugyou (lesson, lessons, 
instruction) and kenkyuu (research or study). The term might equally well be 
translated “instructional research.” Experimental research in education is not 
well-developed in Japan (Nihon Kyouiku Houhougakkai, 2009). Lesson study–
teacher-led collaborative inquiry cycles that include live classroom lessons– 
might seem a modest vehicle for educational improvement.  Yet in Japan lesson 
study has produced big educational transformations that stubbornly elude 
nations with more rigorous systems of educational research.   For example, 
lesson study is credited with the shift from “teaching as telling” to “teaching for 
understanding” in science (Lewis & Tsuchida, 1997) and the development of 
highly effective problem-solving-style mathematics (Takahashi, Watanabe, 
Yoshida, & Wang-Iverson, 2005). Four features of lesson study give it power to 
inform policy and transform practice. 
 
1. Attention to variation 

 
Anthony Bryk notes that just about every program works somewhere and no 
program works everywhere. So how are researchers to decide which programs 
are effective?  Experimental research closely specifies program content and 
implementation in order to eliminate most sources of variation.  Unfortunately, 
such close control ignores the wide variation in educational settings and 
undermines program adaptation by the educators best-positioned to customize a 
program for local success. In contrast, lesson study welcomes and learns from 
variation. For example, U.S. teachers lesson study practitioners noticed that the 
table associated with a textbook problem “spoonfed” students the answer.  The 
teachers eliminated the table from the next research lesson and found that 
students understood the mathematics better when forced to organize the data 
themselves (Lewis, Perry, & Hurd, 2009).  By closely studying their own 
students’ responses, teachers improved upon the problem design in the 
textbook.  In Japan, such teacher-led research constantly improves the 
curriculum. 
 
2. A mechanism for scale-up 
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When the teachers just mentioned discovered the power of eliminating the data 
table, they began to look closely at other lessons and to make sure to design 
them so that “students do the work, not the teacher.” The teachers shared their 
work in public research lessons, which provide a natural mechanism for scale-up 
of innovations. During public research lessons teachers see new curricula and 
teaching strategies in practice (not just read about them), network with other 
teachers who can help them make sense of new ideas, build a shared culture of 
educational improvement, and see lessons from the viewpoint of students.  
Public research lessons rapidly spread teaching innovations and knowledge 
about student thinking and subject matter (Lewis & Tsuchida, 1997; Lewis et al., 
2012).  
 
3. A window on instruction for policy-makers 
  
When solar energy was added to the Japanese elementary curriculum, dozens of 
schools applied to be “designated research schools” for teaching solar energy. 
Lesson study groups at these schools (joined by university-based researchers) 
studied available research and curriculum.  After a year or so of experimentation, 
these schools conducted large public research lessons on solar energy that 
enabled many educators to see and discuss live lessons, ask questions about the 
rationale for lesson design, see first-hand how students respond, and take home 
instructional materials. Through these public lessons, knowledge about solar 
energy and its teaching spread rapidly across Japan– both practical knowledge 
about the solar toys that make important ideas visible and knowledge of student 
thinking and subject matter.  Policy-makers who helped write the solar energy 
standards attended these lessons, and could see how both teachers and students 
responded to the new standards.  In effect, lesson study provided a window for 
policy-makers to conduct formative research on policy.  Contrast this with the 
situation in the United States, policymakers and educators (or even educators 
within a school) may have vastly different interpretations of the meaning of 
terms like “problem-solving” in standards.  
 
4. Creating demand for research 
 
Richard Elmore (1996) argues that U.S. education suffers not from inadequate 
supply of good educational programs, but inadequate demand for them on the 
part of practicing teachers: “the primary problem of scale is understanding the 
conditions under which people working in schools seek new knowledge and 
actively use it to change…schooling” (p.4). Lesson study creates demand for 
research among educators.  Research lessons provide a natural incentive to look 
closely at what is known about teaching a particular topic, and lesson study 
provides a structure to work with colleagues in making sense of the research and 
translating it into classroom instruction.  Research indicates that teachers 
engaged in lesson study increase interest in research and use it to improve 
instruction (Perry & Lewis, 2010; Perry & Lewis, 2011).   
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A reply to Charles Clarke by Ko Po Yuk 
 

The connection between educational research and 
practice - the China model 
 
Charles Clarke argues for a quality communication amongst the policy-makers, 
researchers and practitioners on important reform agendas. Mainland China, a 
fast developing country with the largest economy, has developed a longstanding 
mechanism for connecting the educational research and policy-making 
communities with the practitioners. 
 
Mainland China has undergone a new round of rigorous education reform, 
especially in the primary and secondary curriculum since early 2000. As a 
country which operates a centralized system, reform vision and curriculum 
changes in China are channeled through a nationwide research network, which 
has been established since the early 1950s. While education policies are made by 
an Education Commission in the Ministry of Education, the interpretation and 
implementation lies with the three-level nationwide teaching research network; 
namely, the municipal-level Teaching Research Office (TRO), county-level TRO, 
and school-level TRO. Unlike many education offices elsewhere, with duties 
which are usually administrative, the major duty of the TROs is professional. 
Education policies and reform agendas are re-interpreted and translated into 
curriculum guides, textbooks or other teaching materials through the TROs at 
different levels. In the system, colleges of education and teacher refresher 
schools take up the supportive role of providing re-training courses for teachers, 
the central activities being the study of curriculum materials and teacher 
professional development activities that focus on classroom teaching. At the end 
of this conduit, new ideas on teaching - generated from local research or 
borrowed from overseas - are usually ‘translated’ into a ‘lesson’ and tried out, 
evaluated and refined through the platform of an ‘open lesson’, either at school 
or district level, with teachers as the enactors and evaluators.  
 
Chinese education has a long traditional culture of emphasis on classroom 
practice; practitioners, and in particular, the practical wisdom of outstanding 
teachers is highly valued. Educational research is not only the business of 
university professors. Teachers, especially experienced ones, are also held 
accountable for school-based research. The TRO at school level is a system for 
teacher collaboration on school-based research, and the focus is always on 
classroom teaching. Teachers are allocated to different TROs in schools 
according to their subjects. Experienced teachers serve as mentors to novice 
teachers in TRO and there is usually a close mentor-mentee relationship 
established (the terms used for mentor and mentee in China are shi tu, literally 
meaning master and disciple). Tacit knowledge of teaching is passed through this 
link. In this process, experienced teachers, also known as ‘backbone teachers’ in 
China, play an important role. In China, outstanding front-line teachers are highly 
valued by the state and enjoy status as high as academics in the universities. 
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There is a life-time Special Rank Teacher (SRT) award established since 1978 
with the aim of honoring outstanding teachers in various subjects at primary and 
secondary school level. The SRTs take up multiple roles of teacher leaders, 
pedagogical innovators, political representatives, role models in the teaching 
profession, and at the same time teach in schools.  
 
At the school-level TRO, led by experienced teachers, analysis of teaching 
materials and sometimes production of sample lesson plans, are the major 
activities. Instead of discussing in abstract terms, the reform vision or new 
policies are discussed in terms of curriculum materials and pedagogy, and the 
constructs used in discussion are ‘important points’, ‘difficult points’ and 
‘key/hinge points’. In other words, reform vision and education policies are 
translated as ‘content’ and ‘lesson’ (ke) when they reach the users at school level. 
Peer review of lessons is an established cultural practice and public lessons are 
popular in China. Teachers see teaching public lessons in school, at county level 
or provincial level as a way to craft their teaching and an activity that contributes 
to their career development. A popular or award-winning public lesson is often 
recognized by teachers and educators as representative of a vision of educational 
reform. 
 
The above is not trying to argue that the China model of linking education reform 
to practice is a perfect model, or a viable example for the rest of the world to 
follow, as there are cultural differences amongst nations and complicated issues 
related to educational borrowing, which are not something that this brief 
response can address. However, while the rest of the world is interested in 
learning from China, the several characteristics in her education system 
identified above, namely a de-centralized system on education research, the 
focus on classroom teaching, and the valuing of practical wisdom, may provide 
an additional perspective for us to understand the relationship between 
educational research and practice.  
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