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My stance on evidence

The twin ideas of evidence and decision-making organise this paper. 

My claims are:

· ‘Evidence’ cannot prescribe action.

· ‘Evidence’ does not incline decision-makers to favour one pathway over another.

· It is more fruitful to think about expertise-based practice in complex settings.

This foreshadows an argument in four parts:
· The nature of evidence.

· Decision-makings.

· Expertise-based practices.

· Complexity thinking.

The nature of evidence

We use evidence to reduce uncertainty when we are trying to answer questions. 
The historian E.H. Carr (1964) distinguished between information and evidence
. Evidence is information or data that are used to answer a question. Information may be used as evidence in answering different questions and, following Carr, evidence is then anything that can be used as evidence. The important point here is that evidence is not a special category of information. It is information or data that people select to help them answer questions. One person’s evidence is another’s information.

The concept is further complicated by Heidegger’s observation that a question presupposes a certain sort of answer (Dreyfus, 1991). If we ask about effective teaching methods in Economics at university we are channelling a general interest in enhancing students’ learning into an enquiry about teaching methods. It is a fair enquiry but it distracts attention from other enquiries that we could make about enhancing student learning – programme design, exploiting cohort effects and assessment, to name three. In looking for evidence to answer this question we risk overlooking other information about student learning that we might use as evidence if we were asking one of the other questions.
‘Evidence’ is only as good as the questions we ask. There is a case for saying that if we wish to improve higher education we should learn to ask better questions.

When we look for evidence we often find a lack of data. One reason is because people will seldom have been collecting information that will help us address novel questions. For example, when, in the 1980s, governments began to ask about school effectiveness, they found a lack of trustworthy data. Another is that data created for one purpose may not be fit for another. Degree classifications are created for symbolic purposes. They cannot be used as dependent variables if we ask a question on the lines of ‘does e-learning lead to greater achievement than traditional method?’
  

There are further problems where information does exist. Often it has local meaning, as with case studies of one class, department or university. As Lee Cronbach and colleagues (1980) insisted in their pioneering work on evaluation, it is quite proper to do ‘quick and dirty’ studies for local and specific purposes. The problem for evidence-based approaches to practice is that these studies may be fit for their original purpose but it is hard to generalise from them. We can, of course make sense of them and, as we interpret the case in the light of our experience, we are generalising. However, we lack rules for this sense-making and the diversity of individual experiences means that even if there were rules, different readers of case study evidence would still be liable to interpret it generally. Even if the data look more straightforward than a case study, they are often still local data. Consider a set of marks from 127 students taking economics taught in a traditional way in 2001 (mean mark = 58.3) and the marks from the class of 2002, when substantial amounts of e-learning had been introduced (mean mark = 63.7). The difference is neither trivial, nor accidental. The problem is that, as Campbell’s (Campbell and Russo, 2001) work on threats to validity says, there are many possible explanations for the difference, of which different learning methods is one. Now, we could try to get around the problem of local meanings by collecting data from students doing economics in many British universities. The costs are considerable and the practical difficulties are formidable
. Assuming it were possible to collect enough data, it is extremely likely that they will show something established thirty years ago, which is that students following new curricula do better on the things that the new curricula emphasise than do the students following the traditional curricula. Students following traditional curricula do better on the things the traditional curricula emphasise. This is roughly what we find with e-learning. It is not very good in some respects but there are important things that can really only be gained through e-learning. Unsurprisingly, experts on pedagogy tend to favour ‘blended learning’.
To the elusiveness and intractability of evidence for many questions, we need to add questions of cost and speed. Getting sufficient information is often expensive, slow and difficult. Some say that a way around this is to do meta-analyses, that is to conduct systematic reviews of all studies that relate to a question. One difficulty is that studies that relate to novel questions will tend to be few and many will be so ‘local’ that they can barely be used (but cf. Light and Pillemer, 1985). Others will be of varying quality. Often, as with the systematic review conducted by Gough et al (2003) to identify the best scientific evidence for the impacts of the learning process underlying personal development planning, the number of usable studies is pretty small
.
A third difficulty is that good meta-analyses do not necessarily shape practice. Marzano’s (1998) meta-analysis of research on instruction used over 4000 reported effect sizes (an effect size is a standardized measure of the impact of an intervention, such as a new teaching programme) involving an estimated 1237000 learners, ranging from kindergarten to college students. His analysis posits the interaction of four aspects of human thought operating in most, if not all, situations: (1) knowledge (2) the cognitive system (3) the metacognitive system (4) the self-system. (Marzano, 1998: 8).

A conclusion was that ‘… the constructs of the self-system, metacognitive system, cognitive system and the knowledge domains appear to be useful organizers for the research on instruction’ (1998: 128). 
Search in vain for signs that this evidence informs teaching and learning practices in higher education. 

Evidence, it is suggested, needs to be mediated, because it is complicated. It needs to be complemented, because it is incomplete. It needs to be championed, because even strong evidence gets ignored otherwise.
Decision-making
Why does good evidence, where it can be amassed, get ignored? Recall that I began the section on evidence by saying that it is information organised to answer questions. However, those questions are not settled by evidence alone. Studies of policy-making depict it as a process that involves weighing many different types of consideration – ethical, financial, reputational, evidential and political. Writing of the Higher Education Funding Council for England, Reid (2003 p54) said that her research showed that 

‘the suggestion that evidence could obviously be applied to a policy problem was emphatically rejected, as was the suggestion that policies could be ‘based in’ or ‘driven by’ evidence. This was due to the complexity of the policy-making process, which means that even participants found it hard to state exactly how policies came about and what the influences were.’
Let us note, but pass by, the idea that policies sometimes emerge, rather than being the product of deliberate decisions (Weick, 1995). Let us instead note the characterisation of policy-making as a complex process that, unlike many research enquiries, involves settling an issue, often quite quickly, and usually without having all the evidence to hand for which the policy-maker might wish. The analyses in Schwarz and Teichler’s (2003) The Institutional Basis of Higher Education Research describe differences between policy-makers’ concern to simplify in order to get a purchase on problems and researchers’ concern to raise fresh questions and issues. Somekh (2001) makes a similar point when writing of a tension between evaluators, who wish to learn, and policy-makers, whose immediate concern is accountability. 

Besides, the evidence-policy relationship is problematic, not least because, as Kogan and Henkel (2003) show, there are decided limitations to policy-makers’ ability to receive research intelligence:
One former Permanent Secretary who had been instrumental in advancing the use of [health] research commented ‘I know of no strategic issue with which ministers were concerned which was illuminated by the Health Service Research Programme. (Kogan and Henkel, 2003 p35).

Nor are teachers in higher education better disposed to research evidence: ‘… UK academics, whilst concerned about the relevance of their teaching to students, do not attend much to the research and scholarship based discussion of the subject.’ (Kogan and Henkel, 2003, p32). 
One way of bridging the gap between the worlds is to improve communication. El-Khawas (2003) describes policy settings as ‘fluid, with new constraints abruptly introduced or certain ideas judged differently as circumstances change’ (2003, p53) and argues that researchers need to have a better understanding of the policy environments and to communicate accordingly. While no-one could disagree with a call for better communication, it is worth wondering whether formal, paper-based communication is the best way to proceed. Kogan and Henkel draw attention to arrangements in a few countries – the Netherlands and Sweden in particular – that bring policy-makers and researchers together. The development of communication is depicted here as a social practice, not as the transmission of information.
It might be objected that a reliance on expertise is undemocratic in a way that faith in evidence is not. In footnote 5 I suggest that there may be quite a large pool of ‘experts’. It goes without saying that, like the Bank of England’s Monetary Policy Committee, their views need to be explained, buttressed and justified. And I would also want to insist that the easy availability of evidence does not mean that it is democratic in ways that appeals to expertise are not. Evidence is hard to interpret well. It is easy to form an interpretation but it is by no means always easy to form well-grounded interpretations. 
Expertise-based practices

I have argued that evidence may be problematic and, where it is available, may not be fit for purpose. The evidence that is available needs to be mediated and there need to be ways of making informed guesses where there are shortfalls in the evidence. What is needed is not so much research evidence as research intelligence, with ‘intelligence’ understood as, ‘what you do when you don’t know what to do’ (Piaget, no reference). 

I have claimed that even good evidence may have little direct impact on decision-making because decisions are usually made quickly and not necessarily in the style recommended by authorities on ‘rational’ decision-making. Nor is the weight of evidence the only factor that must be taken into account. Better communication between policy-makers and researchers may make a difference but I suggested that this communication needs to be a social practice; broadcasting more information more loudly is unlikely to do the trick.
Both lines of argument point toward expertise-based, rather than evidence-based, policy and practice. Experts
 are plainly informed by evidence but they add value to it, by making judgements about cases not directly covered by the evidence at hand and identifying areas in need of study
. They can also engage with policy-makers in ways that inert evidence cannot. 

Three problems with experts are that they have different theoretical ‘takes’ on the world, they disagree and they are biased, albeit subtly. They may also be purblind to the needs of the policy community. These need not be fatal objections. The Bank of England’s monetary policy committee is a group of experts with quite divergent economic views, yet it has successfully managed interest rates. There are some similarities here with the relationship between the Swedish and Netherlands governments and their higher education researchers. 
What we need, I suggest, is not so much more evidence but more experts working, as a group, alongside policy-makers.

From evidence-based to expertise-informed policies and practices. 

Complexity thinking
Underlying this analysis is the view that in human affairs uncertainties may be reduced but not eliminated; truth is more elusive in enquiries about the human, as opposed to the physical, world.

The metaphors of complexity science quite nicely describe the uncertainties in human affairs that mean that we cannot neatly align cause and effect, much less generalise and predict. In the complex world of human affairs, evidence is uncertain and the outcomes of any intervention are uncertain – with the exception that systems tend to run on more or less regardless of attempts to change them (Knight, 2002, Chapter 6).
We may, then, have an intellectual, Enlightenment commitment to basing policy and practice on evidence but we would do well to heed the radical critique of post-modernity – the human world is not amenable to the methodologies of normal science.
This is not to deny research and evidence a place. Experts and visionaries need it to inform their proposals. It is to question the privilege given evidence ‑ whatever we might mean by ‘evidence’ ‑ over expertise.
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� It would not be helpful here to be precise and distinguish between data and information, important though the distinction can be.


� It is far from certain that we would gain anything by using module marks as dependent variables. 


� And the reduction in uncertainty is not as great as it can be in medicine, for instance, where randomised controlled trials (RCT) are available. In social science it is rarely possible to use RCTs. This may be one reason why the Cochrane Collaboration, which is North American project in evidence-based medicine, has been much more effective than the Campbell Collaboration, which is an attempt to do the same for education.


� Editor’s Note: This form of evidence seeking only includes the best empirical evidence to answer the specific search question, so we might expect few studies.


� Who are these experts? The grounds on which policy-makers, whether in a department, university or national body, select experts will be decided by them. They will often want more than expertise, looking also for commitment, discretion, good prose style, speed of action, and so on.  But how might we identify those people in the pool of experts? I do not have in mind tests or requirements that experts-to-be make claims to meeting some professional standards. I am more attracted by the idea developed by Sternberg and colleagues (2000) that the pool comprises those displaying expert-like behaviour. To be taken as an expert, you would have to do the sorts of things experts do – read the literature, do research, have satisfied clients, mentor novices, and so on. This approach is not likely to concentrate expertise in a few hands.


� Eight topics in higher education practices that I think need further study are (a) the transfer of learning (b) making transitions, as when moving from school to college, from college to work (c) non-formal and informal learning (d) cohort effects, as when students following a programme end up learning from, with and through each other (e) enhanced presence in on-line learning (f) course design (g) fostering metacognition (h) the development of self-theories in the undergraduate years.





