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The case for an Education Policy Knowledge Centre 

 

 

The problem: 

Policy-making is hard. This is partly because of politics. Government’s change and Ministers, each 
with their own ideas and agendas, come and go. When they are in post Secretaries of State have to 
deal with multiple competing demands whether from No. 10, the Treasury, MPs, the opposition, the 
media or others. And they have numerous constraints on action including available financial 
resources, time, and a limited number of levers to direct change, many of which turn out not to be 
attached to anything. Inevitably the most politically tricky issues get put off as long as possible.  

But even in a world where politics could be ignored policy-making would still be hard. The education 
system is very complicated. Every change ripples across seemingly unrelated parts of the system 
having unpredictable effects. It can be extremely difficult, from a desk in Whitehall, to understand 
the genuine challenges that exist in schools, and other institutions, and how they differ between 
geographies and areas with different demographics.  

The evidence base available is growing, albeit still highly contested, when it comes to pedagogy and 
the most effective ways to support pupils. We know, for instance, that one-to-one tutoring, 
delivered by trained teachers, is extremely effective. And that consistently applied behaviour policies 
can make a big difference. In England we are lucky to have the Education Endowment Foundation to 
synthesise this evidence and make it available in accessible forms to schools.  

We know far less, though, about macro system-level changes. What are the most effective types of 
national assessment or curriculum? Do governance structures, and the role of local government, 
make any difference to attainment? What national level approaches to teacher development work 
best?  

It’s inherently hard to answer these questions – there are complex cultural and political factors in 
each country that make it hard to draw causal conclusions about the importance of specific macro 
policies. It is notoriously difficult to compare performance across countries. Even if we trust 
comparative data from sources like the OECD PISA studies, unpicking what it means is a tricky 
business. Does a country like China perform well in PISA because of their policies or their families or 
their culture or some cross-section of all these factors? One study showed that Chinese pupils in 
other countries do even better than they do in China. 

This problem is compounded by the lack of a strong evidence “architecture” for education policy. 
Academic research is limited, often hard to digest, and can be extremely ideological. The DfE itself 
has invested little in evaluating major policy changes in England, let alone trying to learn from other 
countries. There are few private funders who prioritise work in this area, especially when compared 
to, say, health or energy policy.          

The absence of evidence on these big policy questions means that debates within England tend to 
focus on polemic, assertion and anecdote. International comparisons are made in crude and naïve 
ways that overstate differences and ignore context. This produces a lot of noise but little light. The 
same debates about academic selection, exams, curriculum and so on, go round over and over. 
Combined with an unusually adversarial political system it is a recipe for poor policy-making.  
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The solution: 

Education is an inherently political topic. We will never all agree on what the perfect system looks 
like because we don’t all agree on what the perfect outcome of a system would be. But that doesn’t 
mean the debates we have can’t be better informed.  

Our goal is to establish an Education Policy Knowledge Centre (EPKC) that would act as a source of 
information for anyone interested in policy-making. Our objective is not to find the “right” answer as 
there often isn’t one; but to increase understanding of the options available and the strengths and 
weaknesses of each of them.  

This Centre would not seek to replicate the work of the EEF and other research organisations which 
are already producing, compiling, and disseminating information and the programmes and 
approaches which work best in schools. Instead it would look to build, over time, a comprehensive 
picture of policy options across key system choices such as assessment, accountability, structures, 
admissions, teacher support, and curriculum.  

Within each policy area the Centre would set out the different range of approaches; their benefits 
and costs; how they are perceived by different stakeholders within countries that use them; and 
what national or international level evidence there is for their impact. This would allow us to build a 
map of trade-offs. For instance some countries use less comprehensive standardised assessments 
than others. This reduces the reliability of information about student and school performance, but 
also costs less and takes up less teaching time. Ultimately it is up to policy-makers to decide how to 
balance these trade-offs, but a consistent view of what they are would undoubtedly improve the 
quality of debate.   

As we developed more complete maps for each policy area we would start connecting them 
together to show the relationships between different aspects of system design, and how changing 
one affects others. A consistent problem in education policy-making is to focus on reforming one bit 
of the system in isolating without considering knock-on impact. Ultimately we would look to develop 
“coherence maps” showing various configurations of a whole education system that fit together; 
and assessing the strengths and weaknesses of these overall system models.  

The audience for this work would be anyone interested in education policy development with a 
focus on England initially, though the analysis should be valuable to policy-makers in any jurisdiction. 
As there is no equivalent source for information on macro/system policy choices at the moment we 
expect that it would be widely used by think-tanks, charities, researchers, students as well as civil 
servants and political advisers.  

 

How it would work: 

We believe it is critical that the Centre is fully independent and non-partisan. Any suggestion of 
either Government influence or of political affiliation of any kind would significantly reduce the 
effectiveness of the project. The DfE could, in theory, set up its own unit to produce this kind of 
information but it would inevitably be seen as politically compromised by the Government of the 
day.  

The focus of the Centre would be to collect accurate information about education policies and 
systems around the world and to synthesise this into standard formats for each policy area. The 
Centre would also run rigorous reviews of the evidence base for each area. The “what works 
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centres” like the EEF and the Youth Endowment Fund have already established effective formats for 
presenting these kind of syntheses in ways that are easy for practitioners to use. The EEF’s toolkit, 
for example, has been used by 70% of schools. 

The Centre would not run its own programme of new research. In many cases the kinds of policies 
under analysis do not lend themselves to quantitative study. However, over time it will identify areas 
where more evidence is needed and research gaps that could be filled. These could then be 
commissioned by other organisations either independently or in partnership with the Centre. The 
aim would be to both set out the existing evidence base and to support its growth over time.  

All resources and analysis would be made freely available to maximise the dissemination of 
knowledge. The Centre would also run a programme of events to explore issues in more detail as 
well as making speakers available to education conferences.   
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