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About This Anthology



By The Editorial Team


This anthology took its starting point in the organisation of a series of research 
 meetings and seminars in 2012-2013 at the Department of Education, Aarhus 
 University, at which the authors – on the basis of their own research – presented 
 and discussed various challenges, opportunities and problems related to the 
 notion and use of evidence in education in Denmark. 


The aim of the anthology is to add further depth to the widespread discus-
 sions in Denmark by including multi-perspective views and contributions about 
 evidence and evidence-based and evidence-informed education. The collection 
 of articles in the anthology adds a particularly Danish dimension to the ongoing 
 and intense debate about evidence in education that is currently taking place in 
 the Nordic and other European countries, the United States and Australia.


To put the discussions into a broader international context, we are very 
 pleased that one of the most prominent European educational researchers, Pro-
 fessor Gert Biesta from the Brunel University London, agreed to participate in a 
 seminar in the first stage of the project as well as to comment on the articles in this 
 anthology. You will find his comments after the introduction.


We, the editorial team, hope that this anthology will be interesting not only to 
researchers and other stakeholders in the Danish educational sector, but also to 
an audience in other countries who are interested in discussions about evidence 
and issues related to its implementation in education. 
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Introduction



-  Approaches to The Notion of Evidence and  



  Evidence-based Education in Denmark: Contributions     and Discussions



By Karen Bjerg Petersen, David Reimer &  



Ane Qvortrup



Prevalence of the idea of evidence-based education   in Denmark 


Since the mid-90s, an increased prevalence of the idea of evidence-based educa-
 tion has been witnessed internationally. In Denmark this concept is relatively 
 new within education and educational research compared to other countries, 
 such as the US, the UK and Australia (Ball, 2009; Bhatti, Hansen, & Rieper, 2006; 


Biesta, 2007, 2010). As in other countries, the idea of evidence-based practice was 
 originally introduced in Denmark in the medical field during the late 1980s and 
 spread to the area of social work in the early 1990s (Hansen & Rieper, 2010). How-
 ever, it was not until the first decade of the 2000s that the idea was introduced in 
 educational research and practice in Denmark (Moos, Krejsler, Hjort, Laursen, & 


Braad, 2005).


In  2004,  a  Danish  delegation  participated  in  a  conference  in  Washington 
 entitled “OECD-US Meeting on Evidence-Based Policy Research in Education”. 


The aim was to discuss the possibility of increasing the efficiency of education in 
OECD countries using evidence-based knowledge. The conference was the first 
of four organised by the OECD Centre for Educational Research and Innovation 



(9)(CERI) as part of the project “Evidence-based Policy Research in Education” 


(Hansen & Rieper, 2010; OECD, 2007).


At  the  same  time,  under  the  leadership  of  the  British  researchers  D.H. 


Hargreaves  and  Peter  Mortimore,  the  OECD  undertook  a  review  of  Danish 
 educational  research,  outlining  a  limited  tradition  in  Denmark  of  producing 
 evidence-based measurements of education and educational interventions (Hjort, 
 2006). It was recommended that Denmark should consider establishing either a 


“What Works Clearinghouse” (WWC), which was the American model, or follow 
 the British model, the “British Evidence for Policy and Practice Information and 
 Coordination Centre” (EPPI ) (OECD 2004a).


Methodologically, the models differ, and the WWC is primarily linked to 


“Randomized Controlled Test (RCT) designs” (Boruch & Herman, 2007). In many 
 contexts, the randomised controlled trial is referred to as the “Gold Standard” 


(Biesta, 2007, p. 31). In comparison, the EPPI uses a more pluralistic approach 
 (Gough, 2007), based on an argument that there are many sources of evidence 
 (OECD, 2004b).


In  spring  2006  the  establishment  of  the  “Danish  Clearinghouse”  was  an-
 nounced at a conference entitled “An obvious improvement – on better use of 
 evidence-based educational research” (Danmarks Pædagogiske Universitet, Min-
 isteriet for Videnskab, Teknologi & Udvikling & Undervisningsministeriet, 20062). 


In a Danish context, the founding of the Danish Clearinghouse for Educational 
 Research can be regarded as the first political step towards institutionalising the 
 objective of developing evidence-based knowledge in education (Dansk Clearing-
 house for Uddannelsesforskning, 2006).


The decision to establish the Danish Clearinghouse led to extensive discus-
 sions among educational researchers (Moos et al., 2005; Laursen, 2006; Borgnakke, 
 2006;  Hansen  &  Rieper,  2006).  These  discussions  seem  to  have  affected  the 
 self-description of the Danish Clearinghouse, which initially linked up with the 
 American RCT model, but in its present form represents a more pluralistic form.


In 2006 the Danish Clearinghouse hence described its aim as contributing to 
 policy-makers’ and practitioners’ access to consistent and reliable knowledge about 
 education and training to be used in educational practice and for policy decisions. 


This was referred to as evidence-based (Dansk Clearinghouse for Uddannelsesfor-
skning, 2006). In 2014, in contrast, the Danish Clearinghouse describes its aim 
as “providing an overview of the current best knowledge of good educational 
practice and disseminating it to practitioners and politicians.” The term evidence-
based has been changed to evidence-informed knowledge3 (Dansk Clearinghouse for 
Uddannelsesforskning, 2014). 



(10)Such changes in concepts and language have also been witnessed internation-
 ally. In 2007 the educational researcher Gert Biesta pointed out that 


…some proponents of an evidence-based approach in education have begun to talk 
 in a more nuanced way about the link between research, policy, and practice, using 
 notions such as ‘evidence-informed,’ ‘evidence-influenced,’ and ‘evidence-aware’ 


practice (Biesta, 2007, p. 5).



The debate about the notion of evidence


With the increased and prominent role of the idea of   evidence-basing education, 
 significant differences in the perceptions of this idea have emerged both interna-
 tionally and in Danish educational research, practice and education policy. 


On the one hand, in conjunction with the desire to acquire a scientific basis 
 for policy priorities and choices of educational methods and actions by practi-
 tioners, the idea of evidence-basing or informing education has been welcomed 
 internationally and in Denmark (Dahler-Larsen, 2014; Hargreaves, 1997; Hattie, 
 2009; Nissen, 2013; Schwartz & Gurung, 2012). Within the area of teaching and 
 teacher education, in particular the New Zealand/Australian researcher John 
 Hattie’s (2009) meta-analyses and books on visible learning have in recent years 
 been influential in Denmark. In 2013, Hattie’s book on visible learning for teachers 
 was translated into Danish (Hattie, 2013). 


On the other hand, numerous education researchers in Denmark view the 
 same evidence-based methods as a negative consequence of accountability-policy 
 output control, in which efficiency seems to be the main value (see for example 
 Rasmussen, 2008). It is questioned whether evident knowledge can possibly be 
 sufficient to find out what works (Hyldgaard, 2010). At the same time, concerns 
 are expressed that the future of education might end up being merely technical 
 and instrumental (Brinkmann, Tanggaard & Rømer, 2011; Schou, 2006). In this 
 view, the teaching of concepts and methods has one primary practical purpose: to 
 educate students for a globalised competition society (Ball, 2009 Hjort, 2006; Ped-
 ersen, 2011). One of the most outspoken critical European educational researchers, 
 Gert Biesta, questions various aspects of evidence-based education (e.g. “Why 


‘what works’ won’t work”, Biesta, 2007), and his ideas have received considerable 
 attention among Danish education researchers (Biesta, 2011, 2013, 2014).


An introduction to various interpretations and understandings of the concept 
of evidence may shed light on the ongoing debates.



(11)Interpretations and discussions 


The evidence movement and the associated concept of evidence vary in terms of 
 how they are linked to various conceptualisations, methodologies and designs 
 and how they are linked to various traditions in different research sectors and dif-
 ferent geographical locations (Dahler-Larsen, 2014; Krogstrup, 2011). Furthermore, 
 when it comes to investigations of how practitioners and professionals implement 
 and transform evidence-based methods in their daily professional lives, a variety 
 of interpretations can be found (Buus, 2012).


Regarding the methodological aspect, systematic reviews, meta-analyses and 
 in particular the randomised controlled trial as a “gold standard” have dominated 
 the American evidence movement, with the Cochrane Collaboration (2014) as a 
 representative of the medical field and the Campbell Collaboration (2014) of the 
 social field (Hansen & Rieper, 2010). 


In a European context, however, a similar “unequivocal commitment to the 
 classic design” cannot be found (Krogstrup, 2011, p. 133). Hjort (2006), Dahler-
 Larsen  (2014)  and  others  discuss  theoretical  and  methodological  challenges 
 in evidence-basing education, pointing to methodological challenges in meta-
 analyses, RCT studies and other studies of evidence-based activities. Krogstrup 
 highlights some discussion points with respect to the concept of evidence: 


The differences are thus not whether knowledge about the relationship between 
 intervention and outcome is important or not, but rather how evidence can and 
 should be provided, and hence how evidence is constituted (Krogstrup, 2011, p. 


134). 


Other Danish researchers, in contrast, question the philosophical and epistemo-
 logical basis of the notion of evidence in opposition to the concept of knowledge 
 (Hjort,  2006;  Hyldgaard,  2010,  Nepper-Larsen,  2011;  Brinkmann,  Tanggaard, 


& Rømer, 2011). Here, the controversies and disagreements about the concept 
 of evidence are rooted in philosophical differences about its nature and reality 
 and epistemological differences about what constitutes knowledge and how it is 
 created.


According  to  Dahler-Larsen  (2014),  Krogstrup  (2011)  and  others,  various 
perceptions of evidence can be observed in a continuum, varying from those who 
recognise the notion of evidence as an “objective” concept, to those who more 
likely perceive the notion as socially constructed. In parallel to previous heated 
discussions  about  quantitative  and  qualitative  research  methods,  Krogstrup 
(2011) outlines three tracks in the understanding of the notion of evidence on this 
continuum.



(12)Three tracks in the understanding of the notion of evidence


The first track is referred to as the experimental track. Researchers within this 
 paradigm  agree  that  an  experimental  design  has  the  highest  credibility  if  it 
 meets the requirements of internal, external and construct validity. According to 
 Dahler-Larsen (2014), Krogstrup and others, researchers and supporters of the 
 experimental track belong to a “post-positivist tradition” and believe “that there 
 is one reality that can be studied objectively, even if it might not be possible to 
 comprehend this reality fully and in its entirety” (Krogstrup, 2011, p. 139).


Post-positivists have a strong orientation towards quantitative methods as the 
 predominant methods, and are of the opinion that causality is observable, and that 
 over time deterministic causal explanations can be achieved. They acknowledge 
 that reality is dominated by values   and interests, but claim that the experimental 
 research design can be adjusted to allow for this (Dahler-Larsen, 2014; Krogstrup, 
 2011).


In contrast, the critical track is primarily represented by social constructivists 
 in social science, who argue that there is “no one single reality, but many realities 
 that are subjective”, which change over time and space in the interaction between 
 individuals and the environment (Krogstrup, 2011, p. 140). Researchers advocat-
 ing for the critical track argue that the tendency to focus only on maximum output 
 rather than having a societal focus on satisfying effects has a number of “unfor-
 tunate consequences and ignores knowledge of the complexity and contextually 
 bound rationality” (ibid., p.140). The fundamental understanding is that “social 
 phenomena cannot be studied independently of their context” (Krogstrup, 2011, 
 p. 140). According to Krogstrup, in the critical track “qualitative methods” such as 
 case studies, field work, qualitative interviews and other methods are considered 
 to be best suited to capture “the subjective reality” (ibid., p. 140.). According to 
 Fischer (1995) and others, the aim of a case study, for instance, is: 


…to provide a fine grained picture of the problem, capturing detail and subtleties 
 that slip through the net of the statistician (…) in short they help us to get inside 
 the situation (Fischer, 1995, p. 79 in Krogstrup, 2011, 116).


Finally, the third track is described as the pragmatic track. It is characterised by not 
 considering 


…objectivity and subjectivity as an either-or, but as two points on a continuum, 
 in which both qualitative and quantitative methods are useful for evaluation and 
 investigation (Krogstrup, 2011, p. 141). 


The pragmatists do not believe that there is only one truth about reality. They 
agree with the constructivists that “there may be many explanations of reality, 



(13)while they assume like the post-positivists that it is possible to connect cause and 
 effect” (ibid, p. 141). The decision as to which methods should be applied depends 
 on the research question and on what is logically demanded in the study.


Overall, similarly to what has been observed in international (and in particu-
 lar, European) educational research, among Danish educational researchers a 
 complex and nuanced picture of various positions with regard to the notion of evi-
 dence in Denmark can be traced, ranging from highly critical to more pragmatic. 


Compared to the international (and in particular, the American) research, there 
 are relatively few education researchers in the experimental tradition in Denmark; 


and in Danish educational research a predominance of the critical tradition can 
 be observed. A new wave of experimental education research is primarily carried 
 out by researchers from a range of different fields, such as economics and political 
 science (see the new Trygfonden’s Centre, 2014). The critical stance among Danish 
 education researchers is partly reflected in this edited volume.


The contributions in this anthology


In  extension  of  the  introduction  above  on  disagreements  and  debates  about 
 the notion of evidence, the articles published in this anthology represent the 
 continuum from very critical to more pragmatic approaches to the introduction 
 of evidence-based or evidence-informed education in Denmark.


In the article ”The Schism between Evidence-based Practice, Professional Eth-
 ics and Managerialism – Exemplified by Social Pedagogy”, Niels Rosendal Jensen 
 and Christian Christrup Kjeldsen highlight a range of dilemmas facing profession-
 als within the area of social work: on the one hand, in a Danish historical tradition 
 social  workers  are  mostly  encouraged  to  work  with  values  and  professional 
 judgements such as “trust, care and nearness, respect, well-being, dignity and 
 persistence”; while on the other hand, neo-liberal managerialism, market orienta-
 tion and evidence-based practice in continuation of randomised controlled trial 
 studies are new policy demands within this profession. By highlighting that there 
 is “not one and one only relevant dimension of effect, but several, for instance 
 outcomes, causal mechanisms, contexts and contents of the interventions”, the 
 authors suggest that the two logics could possibly meet “in the frame of a third 
 logic: institutions and organizations contributing by organizational and financial 
 means to maintain professional control of the practice”. 


Based on Gadamer’s concept of judgement as application, understanding and 
interpretation of situations, in her article “Evidence-based methods and conform-
ing judgements” Merete Wiberg discusses whether evidence-based methods, by 
being assigned a position of authoritative knowledge, lead to an undermining of 



(14)the professional judgement of social educators by turning it into a conforming 
 judgement, which follows an authoritarian structure of guidance. Instead, Wiberg 
 suggests an alternative by advocating a critical stance to methods, and an inquiry-
 based approach, inspired by Dewey, to how judgement is exercised. According 
 to Wiberg, it is important that the term “evidence based” should not be used as 
 a label for authoritative knowledge by administrators and politicians because it 
 prevents professionals and practitioners from conducting their own inquiry and 
 exercising critical and professional judgement.


In their article ”Making Sense of Evidence in Teaching”, while defending a nu-
 anced view of evidence-based teaching that recognises the value of practice-based 
 evidence, Michael Albrechtsen and Ane Qvortrup call for research that focuses 
 specifically on how Danish teachers can make use of various kinds of evidence or 
 data in their teaching practice. Although the authors acknowledge some of the 
 critics of the evidence-based teaching movement, they argue that by recognising 
 the unique character of the teaching profession, the discourse about evidence 
 can be fruitfully integrated into the daily life of schools. The authors suggest two 
 broad questions to help guide future research into teachers’ use of evidence and 
 data in their professional practice. Following Thomas (2004), they suggest that 
 the notion of evidence should be broadened to comprise questions of “relevance, 
 sufficiency and veracity”, including taking into account the particular context in 
 which evidence-based knowledge could be used.


The authors David Reimer and Jørn Bjerre describe what evidence is on the 
 basis of what is actually being used as evidence. Rather than debating the pros 
 and cons of evidence in a theoretical way, they attempt to carefully study the 
 material used as evidence in order to explore the empirical basis of the discussion. 


Reimer and Bjerre therefore analyse three actual reports on the subject of teacher 
 education, which have been produced by three different research institutes and 
 used as evidence within the educational sector. After a critical discussion of the 
 concept of “evidence-based” in their sample of reports, they conclude the paper 
 with reflections on the difference between academic and strategic evidence.


In his article ”The Relationship between Education and Evidence”, Thomas 
 Aastrup Rømer critically discusses the actual linkage between the concepts of 


“evidence” and “education”, arguing that the term “evidence-based education” 


is self-contradictory. Rømer argues that the concept of “evidence” first touched 
upon and then detached itself from education. The concept of “evidence”, accord-
ing to Rømer, has teamed up with a narrow focus on rankings and modern global 
capitalism in what  the author describes using the term “pure” education. By 
comparing effects and isolating designs, the RCT design being the most extreme 
example, the concept of evidence detaches itself from the content, cultural context 



(15)and educational purpose of education, all core concepts in classical pedagogy. 


Thus  classical  pedagogy,  being  detached  and  as  a  consequence  described  as 


“impure”, is left “wilted and scattered, calling for a new educational theory to 
 pick up the pieces”. Instead, Rømer suggests that educational research is not 
 about  investigating  what  works,  but  about  letting “what  is  going on”  reveal 
 itself. According to Rømer, education is not about using techniques to maximise 
 a ranking score, but rather about appearing in an effective and energetic culture 
 in full, vibrant memory. 


In the article “Danish Language and Citizenship Tests: Is what is measured 
 what matters?”, Karen Bjerg Petersen addresses the demands introduced through 
 the policy of the recent decade for evidence of education and integration efficiency 
 in the area of DSOL (Danish for Speakers of Other Languages) adult education. 


The introduction of comprehensive performance assessments as a means of 
 achieving education and integration efficiency is questioned as an adequate way 
 of measuring what matters in adult DSOL education. Petersen discusses whether 
 the comprehensive Danish language and citizenship tests introduced in the first 
 decade of the 2000s have promoted memorising skills and teaching aimed at test 
 activities at the expense of establishing possibilities for reflection and activities 
 that increase awareness and profound knowledge about complexity and context 
 dependency with respect to the knowledge of culture and language that is impor-
 tant for developing both “the good life” and “the good society”. 



Notes


1  As  highlighted  by  Claassen  (2005),  in  many  non-English  speaking  countries  such  as  the 
 Netherlands and Denmark (see for example Krogstrup 2011; Nissen 2013), the term “golden 
 standard” is used instead of “gold standard” to describe an “authoritative or recognised exemplar 
 of quality or correctness”, and “what some denotes the best standard in the world”. Claassen, 
 however, indicates that the use of the concept of a “golden standard” “implies a level of perfection 
 that can never be attained (…), and will provoke criticism” while “in contrast, a gold standard in 
 its true meaning, derived from the monetary gold standard, merely denotes the best tool available 
 at that time to compare different measures” (Claassen 2005).


2  Danish University of Education, Ministry of Science, Technology & Development & Ministry of 
 Education.


3  Where nothing else is indicated, translations from Danish texts are by Karen Bjerg Petersen.
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Who Knows? 



-  On the Ongoing Need to ask Critical Questions About     the Turn Towards Evidence in Education and  



  Related Fields  



By Gert Biesta


The  contributions  that  are  brought  together  in  this  collection  are  a  welcome 
 addition to the ongoing discussion about the role of evidence in education. The 
 authors raise both principled and pragmatic questions, highlighting problems 
 but also indicating possibilities. A critical engagement with the idea of evidence 
 and the wider idea of evidence-based or evidence-informed education remains 
 important, not least because of the rhetorical power of the idea of evidence. Who, 
 after all, would want to argue that education should not be based upon or at least 
 be informed by the best available evidence? But already here lies a major problem, 
 because by framing the discussion in terms of whether or not we should want to 
 have evidence, two other really important questions – ‘Evidence of what?’ and 


‘Evidence for what?’ – easily disappear from sight.


With regard to the first question, which we can also phrase as the question 
 about what kind of evidence we are talking about, it is important to see that 
 whereas the notion of ‘evidence’ has a rather broad, perhaps even inclusive 
 meaning – for example, in the context of court cases, where evidence refers to 
 testimony and presentation of documents, records, objects and other items relat-
 ing to the existence or non-existence of alleged or disputed facts (see http://www.


businessdictionary.com/definition/evidence.html,  last  accessed  20  November 
2014) – the discussion about evidence in education and similar practices such 



(21)as social work1 tends to have a much more precise and specific meaning. In the 
 majority of cases evidence here refers to knowledge about the effectiveness of 
 interventions or, in the often-used lingo, evidence about ‘what works.’ It is here 
 that we can already find a major problem with regard to the idea of evidence-
 based or evidence-informed education. This problem is not so much a matter of 
 epistemology – that is, whether such knowledge is possible or not and what its 
 status is – as it is a problem of ontology. It has to do with the way in which the 


‘working’ of education is understood and thus with the way in which education 
 itself, as a practice and as an act or an activity, is understood.2


In my view the main problem with the idea of turning education into an 
 evidence-based or evidence-informed profession is that it relies on what I tend to 
 refer to as a quasi-causal conception of education, one in which the acts of educa-
 tors are seen as causes that in some way bring about or produce effects on the side 
 of the students – something we can also see reflected in the notion of ‘learning 
 outcomes.’ The evidence that is being called for in evidence-based or evidence-
 informed education is knowledge about the relationships between interventions 
 and outcomes where these are seen as causes and effects, and where the ambition 
 is that such knowledge will be able to indicate which interventions are the most 
 effective in bringing about certain outcomes. There is often also an interest in the 
 question which interventions are the most efficient in doing so, but it is important 
 to see that efficiency and effectiveness are different issues. Efficiency has to do 
 with the amount of energy and resources that are needed to bring about a certain 
 outcome, whereas effectiveness has to do with the question whether a particular 


‘intervention’ is able to bring forth or secure a particular outcome. It is because 
 of this interest that randomised controlled trials are often put forward as the 
 only or at least the ideal way of generating such knowledge, as they are seen as a 
 valid – and for some, the only valid – design for finding out whether a particular 
 intervention is indeed able to cause or produce a certain outcome or effect.


To go straight to the heart of the matter: I do not think that this way of think-
ing is appropriate for education for the simple reason that the way in which 
education ‘works’ – if ‘working’ is the right metaphor to begin with – is not one 
of causes and effects, not even if we were to think of it in quasi-causal terms, for 
example, by acknowledging that the relationships between interventions and 
outcomes in education are not perfect but nonetheless can be understood in terms 
of causes and effects. In my own work I have explored a number of arguments 
for suggesting that the ‘logic’ of education is not a logic of causes and effects. One 
makes use of Aristotle’s distinction between the domain of the eternal – where 
there are perfect cause-effect relationships and where it is therefore possible to 
have perfect knowledge of them – and the domain of the variable – where we are 



(22)always engaging with possible relationships between actions and consequences, 
 not with certain relationships between causes and effects (see Aristotle, 1980; 


and, for my use of his ideas, for example, Biesta, 2014, chapter 7). Here I have 
 suggested that education, because it is fundamentally an interaction between hu-
 man beings, is firmly located in the domain of the variable, not the domain of the 
 eternal. Another line I have pursued is through theories of communication – for 
 example, from pragmatist philosophers such as John Dewey and George Herbert 
 Mead – in order to show that education is a process of meaning and interpreta-
 tion, not of physical push and pull (see, for example, Biesta, 1994; 2004a). But 
 perhaps the most useful and insightful way to make an argument against quasi-
 causal understandings of education comes from insights from systems theory and 
 complexity theory (see particularly Biesta, 2010a) which, in a sense, has allowed 
 me to combine Aristotelian insights with insights from communication theory.


What I find useful about systems theory and complexity theory is that it 
 provides a clear account of the conditions that need to be present for perfect 
 cause-effect relationships to occur (either in the physical or the social world) 
 in that those relationships only occur in closed systems (systems that are not 
 in interaction with their context) that work in a deterministic-mechanistic way. 


A prime example of such a system is the clockwork, bearing in mind that even 
 perfect causal systems need to have an energy source in order to operate. While 
 there are situations that meet these requirements, they are actually rather rare, 
 also in the physical world. If we use this language to look at practices such as 
 education, we can then say that education differs in three respects from perfect 
 causal systems, in that education is an open system, a semiotic system and a 
 recursive system. This simply means that education is never completely closed off 
 from its environment, that the interactions within education are not interactions 
 of physical push and pull but of interpretation and meaning making, and that the 


‘course’ of the system feeds back into the further ‘course’ of the system – which 
 has to do with the fact that the ‘elements’ in the system are reflective agents who 
 can make up their own minds and can act on the basis of their insights, prefer-
 ences and conclusions.


Looking at education in this way shows why the clockwork metaphor is 
 entirely inappropriate for understanding the dynamics of education – which also 
 means that terms such as ‘intervention’ and ‘outcome’ are rather inappropriate 
 as well. Yet what is also does, and this is important too, is that it allows for a 
 much more accurate understanding of the ways in which we can make education 


‘work,’ that is, the ways in which we can steer open, semiotic, recursive systems 
in desired directions. Whereas at first sight it may look like such systems are so 
open and unpredictable that one may wonder how they can ‘work’ at all – and 



(23)complexity theory is really helpful in order to get a better sense of the non-linear 
 dynamics of such systems – this particular approach provides a rather elegant 
 way of indicating what needs to be done to make the system work in a more 
 predictable manner. And key to this is reducing the degrees of freedom, we might 
 say, of the dimensions that constitute the system. And this, so I wish to suggest, 
 is what we are doing in education all the time. First, we know that performing 
 education on the street or in the wilderness is really difficult; hence we have 
 created school buildings, classrooms, streaming and setting, curricula and the 
 like in order to reduce the openness of the educational system. Second, while as 
 educators we should be interested in the meaning-making of our students, we 
 know that not all meaning that is made by our students ‘makes sense,’ and hence 
 we invest energy through feedback and assessment in distinguishing between 
 those meanings that do make sense and those that do not (with different criteria 
 of ‘sense making’ depending on what our educational endeavours are aimed at, 
 such as, for example, memorising facts, generating understanding or acquiring 
 skills). And third, we try to steer the educational system by influencing the way 
 in which the actors in the system think and reflect upon what they are doing, for 
 example, through programmes of teacher education where we seek to introduce 
 teacher students to particular ways of seeing, understanding, reasoning and judg-
 ing – ones that ‘make sense’ within the profession of teaching.


Along these lines we can see that it is possible to move open, semiotic, re-
 cursive systems towards more predictable and structured modes of functioning. 


But – and this is a further advantage of this way of looking at education – there is 
 a critical tipping point where our attempts to reduce the complexity of the system 
 turn into a mode of functioning that we would no longer recognise as education 
 but would rather term indoctrination. This tipping point indicates the situation 
 where we try to stop all interactions with the outside world, where we try to 
 completely control the meaning making of our students, and where we also try 
 to completely control the thinking and reflection of the agents within the system 
 – thus removing their agency altogether.


And this brings me to the second question that is too easily forgotten in the 
whole discussion about evidence and evidence-based and evidence-informed 
education, which has to do with the fact that education is not just any kind of in-
teraction between human beings, but is a process which is structured – and some 
would even say constituted – by a sense of purpose. It is here that another aspect 
of my work is relevant for the discussion, namely, my critique of the influence 
of the language of learning on education (see particularly Biesta 2004b, 2006 and 
2009). The point is that many discussions about evidence in education make use of 
a rather vague and general reference to learning, suggesting that the evidence we 



(24)need in education is about the most effective strategies for supporting or bringing 
 about students’ learning. Yet the point of education, to put it very briefly, is never 
 that students simply learn; the point of education is that students learn something, 
 that they learn it for particular reasons, and that they learn it from someone. My 
 main argument against the language of learning is that it too easily ‘forgets’ to ask 
 the key educational questions of content, purpose and relationships. This does not 
 mean that in those cases where the language of learning is being used there is no 
 sense of what the learning is ‘of’ and ‘about’ but it does mean that what counts 
 as good or desirable learning is taken for granted and not seen as something that 
 needs reflection or justification. And in most cases, particularly in discussions 
 about evidence, there is only one aspect of learning that is considered meaningful, 
 namely, that of achievement in a small set of academic subjects – the very same 
 subjects that tend to be measured in large-scale comparative studies about the 


‘performance’ of education systems (such as PISA).


I have argued in my work that such a definition of what matters in education 
is far too narrow (see particularly Biesta, 2010b), and that there are not only more 
subjects that should matter in education than only language, maths and science, 
but also that in addition to the role education has in the domain of qualification – 
the transmission and acquisition of knowledge, skills and dispositions – education 
also plays an important role in the domain of socialisation – the communication of 
and initiation into cultures, practices and traditions – and in the domain of what 
I have termed subjectification – which has to do with the formation of the person 
(for example, orientated towards such qualities as critical thinking, autonomy, 
morality, compassion or democracy). Thus just looking for evidence that impacts 
on students’ learning is not only a very inaccurate way of thinking about what 
the ‘point’ of education is. Because education concerns at least three different do-
mains, there is always also the additional question of how an impact in one of the 
domains has an impact in the other domains, and here a key issue is the fact that 
a ‘positive’ impact in one domain may sometimes (and perhaps even often) have 
a ’negative’ impact in other domains; a possibility which, as far as I can see, is 
overlooked in most, if not all, work on the effectiveness of education. The biggest 
problem that is currently arising in this regard, is the way in which the excessive 
emphasis on achievement in a small set of subjects within the domain of qualifica-
tion is causing serious problems in the domain of socialisation – where students 
are being told that actually, the only thing that counts in life is competition – and 
in the domain of subjectification – where, particularly in societies that combine 
an emphasis on high performance with a culture of shame, severe psychosocial 
problems amongst children and young people can result.



(25)These observations indicate some severe limitations of the turn towards evi-
 dence, not – to reiterate – because there would be anything wrong with evidence 
 in itself, but because of the particular concept of evidence that is being used in the 
 discussion, namely, evidence about ‘what works.’ I have made two simple points. 


First, if we really try to engage with the particular nature of educational processes 
 and practices we can see that the quasi-causal ambitions of the push towards 
 evidence-based education do not make sense, not only because education simply 
 does not ‘operate’ in a quasi-causal way, but also because in education there is 
 always the question of what the educational processes and practices are supposed 
 to work for. Second, and in relation to this, I have argued that a broad reference 
 to ‘learning’ is simply not precise enough, whereas an (implicit) emphasis on 
 achievement in a small number of academic subjects is dubious if we believe 
 that education should contribute to the formation of the whole person – which 
 is not only a matter of acquiring knowledge and skills, but also of engaging with 
 traditions and ways of doing, and of the formation of the person in the fullest 
 possible sense.


These arguments – which have to do with the ontology and axiology of educa-
 tion, that is, with our views about how education ‘functions’ (ontology) and what 
 kind of values should guide the educational endeavour (axiology) – also provide 
 a strong case for the absolutely central role of judgement in education. Judge-
 ment is first of all needed because education is an open and evolving domain, 
 where knowledge from the past provides no guarantees for what will happen 
 in the future. Knowledge from the past, even if it is the outcome of randomised 
 controlled trials, can at most indicate what might happen, but not what will hap-
 pen. In the everyday practice of education we therefore always need judgement 
 to tailor general knowledge about what might be possible in concrete situations 
 here and now. But judgement is also called for with regard to the purposes of our 
 educational activities, that is, the question of what it is we seek to achieve through 
 our educational endeavour – and this, as I have suggested, is a multi-facetted 
 question. This shows why evidence – of whatever sort – can indeed only be one of 
 the sources that informs educational judgement, but can never replace that judge-
 ment, and any suggestion that it can seriously distorts the nature of education.


Perhaps the irony of my reflections, particularly with regard to strategies 
for complexity reduction in education, is that they also give quite precise and 
practical guidelines for how we can turn education into a machine-like mode of 
operation. I hope that I have provided sufficiently strong arguments for why, from 
an educational perspective, such an ambition would ultimately be undesirable as 
in the shorter or longer term it would turn the ‘project’ of education into that of 
indoctrination. To see that this is at stake in the whole discussion about evidence 



(26)as well shows why it remains important to highlight the problems that come with 
 a certain turn towards evidence – problems that ultimately have to do with the 
 very possibility of the project of education as something other than a project just 
 aimed at control.



Notes


1  I will focus my observations on the role of evidence in education, but I do think that many of my 
 comments are also relevant for other fields of professional human (inter)action.


2  I discuss this in more detail in Biesta (in press).
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The Schism Between Evidence- based Practice, Professional   Ethics and Managerialism –  



Exemplified by Social Pedagogy 1



By Niels Rosendal Jensen & Christian Christrup  Kjeldsen



Abstract


The education and training of social pedagogues implies a certain value-based 
 and humanitarian-oriented stance. This article begins with a brief overview of 
 the central professional values and beliefs as they are presented in widely used 
 textbooks and continues in the second section to explore how evidence-based 
 practice (EBP) is understood within this field of inquiry. In the third and fourth 
 sections, a discussion of the impact of EBP on researchers and practitioners will 
 be unfolded. Section five is devoted to a debate on the possibility of overcoming 
 the schism between EBP and professional ethics. Finally, section 6 presents conclu-
 sions and further perspectives.


Keywords:  Social  pedagogy,  evidence-based  practice,  EBP,  managerialism, 
research, practice 



(29)
Introduction – the societal background


In recent years a number of reforms have been implemented within social policy 
 and the labour market in Denmark. In the beginning of 2012 the former Minister 
 of Social Affairs, Karen Hækkerup, presented her point of view on social political 
 reforms. The background of these reforms was, according to the government, the 
 need for in-depth change in social policy. It will be interesting over the next years 
 to assess the impact of the former Minister’s initiatives on the practice of social 
 pedagogues given that one of her basic ideas was that “prioritizing shall ensure 
 welfare” (Brandstrup & Kristiansen, 2012, our translation). Furthermore, it is 
 emphasized that ”we shall ensure that the welfare state functions” by underlin-
 ing that “[one] of the most striking interventions will be the showdown with the 
 freedom of choice in teaching methods” and that the goal is “to implement a 
 thorough culture of evidence” aiming at the use “of four concrete methods with 
 a documented effect” supported by “a national action plan collecting the best 
 knowledge” (Brandstrup & Kristiansen, 2012, our translation).


We use this quote to emphasize the political dimension of the idea of an 
 evidence-based  policy.  Over  the  last  two  decades  national  and  international 
 trends  have  created  new  external  conditions  by  prioritizing  the  demands  of 
 external stakeholders. This needs not to be taken for granted, and we will argue 
 that the professions have to develop their competence to come out on top or at 
 least to successfully defend their position. 


A marriage similar to that between policy making and evidence from research 
 and academia similar was, according to Pawson, also to be found within the politi-
 cal turn in the UK and EU as we moved into the twenty-first century (Pawson, 
 2006). Pawson remarks that:


Evidence-based policy is much like all trysts, in which hope springs eternal and 
 often outweighs expectancy, and for which the future is uncertain as we wait to 
 know whether the partnership will flower or pass as an infatuation (Pawson, 
 2006, p. 1).


Hans-Uwe Otto, Andreas Polutta and Holger Ziegler argue that evidence-based 
practice as a way of replicating interventions that are intended to be effective in 
other contexts is only possible if one is willing to pay the price of manualizing 
practice (Otto, Polutta, & Ziegler, 2010, p. 15). Even though great concern about 
evidence-based practice has been expressed in the academic field of social work 
and  social  pedagogy,  the  recent  political  attention  suggests  that  it  would  be 
unrealistic to expect a deep crisis and eventual abandonment of evidence-based 
practices as a passing infatuation. The issue of evidence-based practice is very 



(30)pertinent to the practice of social welfare professionals, as indicated in the fol-
 lowing citation:


Evidence-based practice (EBP) is based on the notion of a linear model of knowledge 
 production and transfer, whereby research findings (knowledge in the knowledge 
 transfer literature) produced in one location are transferred to the context of use 
 through various mechanisms, such as the development of intervention guidelines 
 or treatment protocols (Gray, Joy, Plath, & Webb, 2012, p. 157).


Moreover, a similar impression is found both outside and within the profession 
 in the way pedagogical beliefs and values are fostered through social pedagogical 
 education and training. 



I. Pedagogical beliefs and values


We begin our discussion by presenting an impression of the values and beliefs that 
 are embedded in the education and training of practitioners of social pedagogy. 


We do not intend to present an in-depth analysis; instead we provide a relatively 
 simple overview.


The hard core of social pedagogy is composed of fundamental assumptions, 
 concepts, hypotheses and target group insights (cf. Lakatos, 1999, p. 132 ff.; Mad-
 sen, 2005, p. 62). Examining widely used textbooks (Madsen, 2005; Jensen, 2006; 


Schou & Pedersen, 2008; Olesen & Pedersen, 2007), we can compile the following 
 illustration of these assumptions in relation to values and concepts (Jensen, 2011, 
 pp. 68-70):


Basic assumptions Values/concepts


A profession doing and being good at relational work Trust
 A profession working with a long time perspective Time
 A profession with an inclusive understanding of human 
 beings


Distinctness
 A profession working with those given up on by society Care and closeness
 A profession respecting and encouraging diversity Respect


A profession working for individual well-being Well-being
 A profession understanding exposed children or young 


people as vulnerable or resourceful


Dignity
 A profession recognizing social pedagogy as a “trial and 


error” activity


Persistence



(31)The keywords are pedagogical relation, empowerment, reflexivity and support 
 for personal coping (for a similar German interpretation, see Böhnisch, 2008).


In a broader context, social pedagogy and social work are aimed at enhancing 
 autonomous forms of life; for example, a study of professional values finds that 


“an overwhelming 96% of social workers believed in maximising self-determination” 


(Congress, 2010, p. 23). The consequence of the assumptions and professional 
 values mentioned is a normative stance, where a society based on professional 
 ethics should be characterized by social justice and equal relations. In addition, 
 social pedagogy has a political dimension, meaning that political and administra-
 tive regulations implemented by the state or the municipalities are seen as an evil 
 (Hansen, 2009). The professionals distinguish themselves by emphasizing the 
 above mentioned values and beliefs, and thereby prioritizing their professional 
 judgment over tight regulations. The question, though, is whether this political 
 dimension within the welfare professions has lost its relation to politics; if this is 
 the case, a return to politics would have to be argued for (Gray & Webb, 2009).


Among the hypotheses, we note that social pedagogical practice is created in 
 the encounter or interaction between the professional and the individual child 
 or young person and can therefore not be driven by one single method; instead, 
 professionalization is understood as a repertoire of methods, theories and target 
 group understandings with underlying professional ethics for reflecting practice. 


Personal and professional development of the social pedagogue thereby becomes 
 two sides of the same coin, and the point of departure of the social pedagogical 
 profession is practice and the individual social pedagogue´s habitually developed 
 values. If a habitual inculcation within social pedagogical education and training 
 lasts long enough, then, in the understanding of Bourdieu, it will develop into a 
 professional habitus, orchestrating the practice and values that social pedagogues 
 have in common (Bourdieu 1971, 1973, 1977). Summing up, we have to deal 
 with normative firm convictions that social pedagogy functions in its own right. 


This raises a problem and perhaps we need a problem shift: Should pedagogical 
 practice be regulated only by normative convictions, rules of thumb or even “gut 
 feelings” that are habitually formed by professional practice in order to handle 
 the same practice, or would it perform better if it were based on knowledge about 


‘what works’?



II. The Debate on Evidence


Against the backdrop presented above, we will now debate the idea of evidence.


Professional work with people is by and large a field characterized by vari-
ous demands for evidence for the effect of the chosen intervention or method. 



(32)Politicians, municipalities and almost everybody else want efforts to be docu-
 mented, with the aim of establishing a practice that is based on recognized and 
 efficient methods.


Such demands seem to forget a classic insight of social pedagogy, namely, the 
 distinction between “verstehen” (understanding) and “erklären” (explaining). 


On the basis of this distinction we find a continuous issue in the practical context. 


Social pedagogy is not necessarily bound to nomothetic laws; in fact, it seems 
 much more in accordance with an ideographic understanding in which each 
 particularity is addressed with a similar particular practice. The scientific benefit 
 of social pedagogical research and practice thus draws on an understanding of 
 user/client, context and goal (Alexander, 1988).


This understanding stems from the open and complex nature of social peda-
 gogy. Nevertheless, it could be argued that this refers to an anachronistic debate. 


It is obvious that “verstehen” does not play an important role in the methodologi-
 cal protocol of studies that are usually considered to be “golden standards”. But 
 we should not reckon without our host, because even the strongest hardliners and 
 protagonists of “the evidential turn” in social pedagogy would not in a plausible 
 way negate the relevance of interpretative understanding. On the other hand, it 
 is just as obvious that the research oriented and reflective practitioner, equipped 
 with  a  broad  scientifically  based  knowledge  of  explanation,  is  of  the  utmost 
 importance through the whole modern discourse on social pedagogy (cf. Hjort, 
 2008 and 2012; Jensen, 2006). The point is that the current and valid knowledge of 
 the profession relies on not only instrumental, but also ethical relevance.


In relation to the education and training for the social pedagogical professions 
 there is emphasis on developing the students’ awareness of the complexity of 
 ethical concerns, methods and evidence in relation to practice that can be found 
 across the curriculums. The Bachelor of Social Education is offered by seven 
 main University Colleges (with 24 different programmes of study) and has the 
 highest proportion of students of all the professional bachelor programmes in 
 Denmark (Ministry of Science, Innovation and Higher Education, 2012, p. 1). In 
 the local curriculums it is stated that: “The programme develops and disseminates 
 knowledge about the profession’s values, objectives, methods and conditions” 


(University College Nordjylland 2012, p. 8, own translation); “The graduate has 
 a knowledge of: … ethics, values   and humanity in the social pedagogical work” 


(Diakonhøjskolen/ VIA University College, 2012, p. 4, own translation).


We notice considerable congruence between the aforementioned values in 
textbooks on the profession and the external curricular aims of the institutions 
providing education and training within pedagogy. For instance, for the pro-
gramme on pedagogy it is stated that: “The programme qualifies graduates for 



(33)educational work with a focus on quality of life [well-being], action and demo-
 cratic participation” (VIA University College, Greena, 2012, p. 6, own translation). 


Another example is the emphasis given to “relations” in descriptions of social 
 pedagogy/social educator is a profession performing good relational work. In 
 one curriculum, an overview of the main concepts within the first year of study 
 mentions 1) situation, 2) relation and 3) documentation; at the same time, the main 
 focus in the first year is the professional’s role in relations (University College 
 Copenhagen, Frøbel, 2012, p. 6).


Likewise, the evidential turn is found in the curriculums, mainly supported 
 by macro level legislation. Here, we present only a few specific examples. When 
 the students do their third internship (= practical training in institutions), one 
 of the aims is to become able to “explain how theoretical and practical knowl-
 edge  about  a  target  group  can  qualify  the  basis  for  pedagogical  activities  in 
 general“(University College Lillebaelt, Odense, 2012, p. 14, own translation). 


Moreover, it is stated explicitly that the student shall participate in “systematic 
 learning from experiences and reflection [that can be used] for the documenta-
 tion and development of pedagogical practice” (ibid.). Another example should 
 be added: when evaluating the study, 53 percent of the teaching staff on the 
 programme report that they must have, to a high or very high extent, insight into 
 evidence-based knowledge about pedagogical practices. In addition, 64 percent 
 report that they to a high or very high degree incorporate results of national 
 or international research in their teaching (Ministry of Science, Innovation and 
 Higher Education & Rambøll, 2012, p. 21).


Since social pedagogical interventions typically are public interventions that 
 intervene in the way people conduct their lives and typically do so in a controlling 
 and paternalistic manner (Kirkebæk, 1995), these interventions belong to a certain 
 class of interventions that presuppose ethical legitimacy. Whether and how social 
 pedagogy can be legitimized at all remains contested terrain (Brumlik, 1992). At 
 the same time, there is widespread unanimity about the need for legitimacy be-
 cause social pedagogy is supposed not to harm its clients. Whether interventions 
 are of use or harm must be determined when investigating the effects of social 
 pedagogical practice. This implies a certain uncertainty about when it seems rea-
 sonable to act on the basis of the best existing knowledge. In this respect, Soydan 
 argues that social pedagogical practice that implements types of intervention 
 based on robust empirical research on efficiency is assumed to be “more efficient, 
 harmless, transparent, and ethical” compared to other forms of social pedagogy 
 (Soydan, 2009, p. 111).


Protagonists  as  well  as  opponents  of  evidence-based  practice  are  aware 
that empirical research does not per se provide practice with a firm base for 



(34)evidence-based or evidence-informed social pedagogy. In many ways, even the 
 best available studies seem far from reliable when we want to assess the effect 
 of interventions. This explains many kinds of mismatches, for example, between 
 professional beliefs and practical realities, between institutional aims and require-
 ments in the interaction with clients/users and between policies and implementa-
 tion (Messmer & Hitzler, 2008).


The idea of having a 1:1 implementation of research in practice is in other 
 words misleading and refutable. Here we would further point to the ‘tacit dimen-
 sion’ (Polanyi, 1966; Hess & Mullen, 1995; Neuweg, 2004).


So far the article has dealt with some basic discussions. Now we will move to 
 the question of how to understand evidence-based practice.



III. Evidence-based – what does it mean for researchers?


An ambiguous concept - the research side of the coin


Evidence-based Practice (EBP) can be understood against the background of 
 social changes, of developments that can be described as a change from ’trust’ to 


’accountability’, from ’reflexivity’ to external control, for example, evaluations, 
 auditing and quality assurance systems, and of organizational developments (cf. 


Duyvendak, Knijn, & Kremer, 2006; Power, 1997; Sommerfeld & Haller, 2003; 


Svensson, 2003), Within the sociology of the professions, this theme is discussed 
 under the heading ‘managerialism’, pointing to the fact that the control of profes-
 sional action is externalized to non-specialists. Thus the autonomy of professional 
 non-standardized problem-solving is under siege.


This transition from ‘trust’ to ‘accountability’ should also be seen as a crisis 
 of the professions and of the research done until now. Therefore, the situation 
 is reminiscent of a late “wake-up-call” to professions as well as research. This 
 should not lead to the conclusion that the efforts to enhance research-based social 
 pedagogical practice should cease. Although standardization and management 
 by measurement lead to important changes in working conditions as well as the 
 socialization of professionals, Hüttemann and Sommerfeld note 


if the discipline largely conceives itself as a reflective science, the privilege of the 
relief from action constraints can be asserted and this approach be refuted theoreti-
cally. However, the abstraction from the real provisional contexts of social services 
increases the probability that future social work practices will take their cue from 
other disciplines and action models even more than from disciplinary social work 
(Hüttemann & Sommerfeld, 2008, p. 168-169). 
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