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WHAT IS researchED?
researchED is an international, grassroots education-improvement movement 
that was founded in 2013 by Tom Bennett, a London-based high school teacher 
and author. researchED is a truly unique, teacher-led phenomenon, bringing 
people from all areas of education together onto a level playing field. Speakers 
include teachers, principals, professor, researchers and policy makers.

Since our first sell-out event, researchED has spread all across the UK, into 
the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, Australia, the USA, with events planned in 
Spain, Japan, South Africa and more. We hold general days as well as themed 
events, such as researchED Maths & Science, or researchED Tech.

WHO ARE WE?
Since 2013, researchED has grown from a tweet to an international conference 
movement that so far has spanned six continents and thirteen countries. We 
have simple aims: to help teaching become more evidence-facing; to raise the 
research literacy in teaching; to improve education research standards; and 
to bring research users and research creators closer together. To do this, we 
hold unique one-day conferences that bring together teachers, researchers, 
academics and anyone touched by research. We believe in teacher voice, and 
short-circuiting the top-down approach to education that benefits no one.

HOW DOES IT WORK?
The gathering of mainly teachers, researchers, school leaders, policymakers and 
edu-bloggers creates a unique dynamic. Teachers and researchers can attend the 
sessions all day and engage with each other to exchange ideas. The vast majority 
of speakers stay for the duration of the conference, visit each other’s sessions, 
work on the expansion of their knowledge and gain a deeper understanding 
of the work of their peers. Teachers can take note of recent developments in 
educational research, but are also given the opportunity to provide feedback on 
the applicability of research or practical obstacles.
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FOREWORD:  
EDUMYTHS AND 

THE SLEEP OF REASON 

What is a myth? A story; a legend; a folk tale, especially one that has explanatory 
power for phenomena that people cannot otherwise understand or interpret. 
Before we understood thunder, Norsemen ascribed its boom to the hooves of 
Sleipnir, Thor’s eight-legged steed. Apollo raced his golden chariot across the 
sky to bring us sunrise and sunset. 

Later mythologies added infinite variety. By the time we reach St Aquinas, 
we no longer see the planets as celestial fireflies, but as heavenly bodies, their 
motion explained by the will of God and Natural Law. We call this phenomenon 
the ‘God of the gaps’. For every unexplained event, we point to God and say 
‘He did it.’ As our knowledge of the natural universe expanded, the gaps in our 
knowledge shrunk; but there were always gaps. And wherever there were gaps, 
God was there, explaining everything. 

Now that we have mapped so much of the everyday, sub-atomic and galactic 
realms, now that Einstein and Newton and Bohr and so many others have started 
to sketch the tracks on which the world runs, we see the supernatural in the 
physical gaps less frequently. And when an explanation is lacking, we usually 
assume a natural one will be found. Only in the discourse of the habitually 
religious do we see people routinely ascribing the hand of God to surprising 
recoveries from previously interminable and terminal illness, for instance. 

What we do still see is the habitual response to ascribe supernatural explanations 
to uncharted territories.

Goya’s famous etching The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters holds up a mirror 
to this process. In the absence of reason and evidence, we conjure up absurd 
explanations and superstitions. Walking under ladders, lucky horseshoes, the 
nervous student’s mascot, saluting magpies are all common, apparently harmless 
superstitions, perhaps some kind of mechanism by which we displace anxiety by 
symbolically restoring some semblance of control over situations that frighten us. 

FOREWORD
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Education is full of myths. No – education is built on them, as many cultures 
are, and is currently in the grip of a mythomania so pronounced that we might 
declare it a golden age for neopagan mythology. When I trained to teach in 
2003, I assumed, not unreasonably, that the methods in which I was trained, 
and the pedagogy that was being directly imparted to me, would be based on 
the most evidenced and robust bases of knowledge and reason we possessed. 
I assumed that, given we had been educating our children since prehistory, it 
would be a field in which most of the great debates would have been amicably 
resolved for some time, in the same way as we had long-since settled the matter 
about what the shortest distance between two points should be. 

I was hopelessly wrong. The field I entered was as contested and unhappy as 
you could imagine. Not that you would have known it from my induction to the 
profession, where I rarely heard a whisper that there was any debate at all. As far 
as I knew by that point, education was indeed an uncontested field. 

And yet. I trained on a long-since discontinued programme called Fast Track 
during the prodigious era of Tony Blair’s premiership, when UK education 
swam in money. Part of my boutique, and expensive training, consisted of week-
long residentials learning the art and craft of teaching through such things as 
neuro-linguistic programming (NLP), learning styles, multiple intelligences, 
and a host of other fashionable follies about how the brain learned. We absorbed 
it breathlessly, excited to be part of such a glittering future.

The problem was, it was all junk. NLP, learning styles, all of it. Pseudoscience 
at best, speckled with a seasoning of real science to make it smell right. As I 
progressed in my career, a terrible Damascene conversion overtook me: much 
of what we had been told, and a great deal of our training, was simply wrong. 
Which isn’t to say the people promoting it were charlatans, or insincere. They 
were simply mistaken, or careless, or their reason slept. 

Some of it was simply garbage, such as learning styles – not even wrong. Other 
parts of it were like the fetishes in religion, celebrated with reverence for powers 
they never possessed: group work, for example, was sold to a generation of 
teachers as the highest, ‘deepest’ form of instruction, along with project work, 
thematic learning, flipped learning and a hundred other varieties of student-led 
enquiry. Now, these pedagogies aren’t, strictly speaking, junk science – in fact 
in many contexts they are very useful tools – but the way they were over-sold 
was as if they were innately and intrinsically superior. A generation of teachers 
tried to make every lesson about group work, or set witless independent tasks 
that many students were not qualified to undertake. 
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Why is this? One reason is that educational research is notoriously hard to do 
well – and often expensive. Any study of human behaviour is. And any study 
of human behaviour at scale is harder still. Human psychology is famously 
resistant to sitting still and being observed, unlike water molecules. It is 
incredibly hard to say anything of any level of certainty about human behaviour. 
The further back you pull from the individual, the more reliable the prediction 
for the group, but the less you can predict the behaviour of any one of them.

Another is that the education sector is frequently dominated by a priesthood 
of gatekeepers and institutions that now apparently exists solely to sustain and 
congratulate themselves. Fashionable philosophies from the 19th century were 
adopted wholesale by generations of educationalists who felt that their ideologies 
need not be exposed to examination, or the need to demonstrate validity in real 
classrooms. Evidence, in this model, is seen as an irritant, contradicting the 
hypothetical models of academia. If real schools seemed immune to improvement 
through this kind of magic thinking, then the evidence must be wrong, and 
the schools must be doing it wrong. Sadly, this kind of thinking has long-since 
worked its way into a great deal of teacher induction, which replicated and 
sustained many of the myths for generation after generation of teacher. 

Another is simply that there is often no personal cost for being wrong in 
education. If you want to claim, as many have, that tablets will revolutionise 
teaching, and you are fortunate to have a budget to buy one for every pupil 
in the city, then by the time your belief is tested in reality, the likelihood is 
that you will no longer hold the office that entitled you to do so. Any failure 
can be ascribed to improper implementation, or a thousand other factors. Of 
course, there are multiple real costs in getting things wrong in education, but 
the bearers of these costs – the students, and indirectly their teachers – rarely 
get a say in what happens to them, and the tax payers rarely appreciate the vast 
bonfire that was made of their contributions.

This is a miserable place to find ourselves, in a sector so important, so expensive, 
and so intimately linked to our collective ambitions and dreams for the future. 
Or perhaps I should say it was. Because there is a burgeoning counter-culture 
now emerging that seeks to defy this culture. An international community 
of teachers, educationalists, teacher trainers, policy makers, academics and 
researchers who are no longer content to accept this broken, brutal model 
for children or themselves. Just as our ancestors started to find answers in 
empirical science that led us to Wi-Fi and interplanetary travel and bifocal 
lenses, so too are educators of all stripes starting to collaborate meaningfully in 
a global reinvention of what and how we teach. 
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researchED has, I hope, been a small part of this process. Started in 2013, I 
wanted to try to catalyse and nurture the green shoots of rebirth that I sensed 
around the birth of social media, surely one of the midwives to this process. 
We’ve encouraged an iconoclastic bonfire of much of what precedes us in 
education. As Hume would say, let us consign them to the flames. We encourage 
a philosophical suspension of disbelief about as many claims as possible. We 
avoid certainty, and embrace context. When researchED started we used the 
tagline ‘Working out what works’. We didn’t mean that we thought this was 
easy, or the answers were simple, or neat, or certain. 

For teachers, working out what works matters. It doesn’t mean that any given 
strategy succeeds in every condition or circumstance. Some strategies will have 
higher probabilities than others. Some will fail despite high likelihoods of success. 
That’s fine. Certainty is overrated. And while education research may never 
approach the validity or reliability that many of the physical sciences offer us, it 
gets us a hell of a lot closer to what we need to do than prayer-based education, 
good intentions, and happy thoughts, which is where we often find ourselves. 

This book explores some – not all – of the myths that have found a home in 
education. It also explores some of the reasons why such myths are allowed to 
grow and flourish. Nothing here is incontestable. Many of the points raised 
are supported rather than proven. That’s the point: a professional community 
of educators looks at the best available evidence bases and maps that onto the 
structured analyses of professional experience, and attempts to reconcile the 
two. This overlap of craft and science is, for me, the sweet spot, and exactly 
where we need to be. Embracing uncertainty with the best tools we have, not 
leaping into the darkness. Our torches may flicker and seem dim at times. But 
a little light is all we need. 

I hope you enjoy this book, the first in a series, that you find it useful, and a 
catalyst for your own thinking and development. Nothing here is incontestable. 
Nothing here is sacred. That’s the point.

Tom Bennett 
Founder, researchED 
Series editor
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INTRODUCTION
BY CRAIG BARTON

Education is awash with myths. 

At the risk of starting this book with a ridiculously early plug, my first book, 
How I Wish I’d Taught Maths (available from all good – and all evil – bookstores) 
is essentially a sordid tale of how myths plagued my teaching for 12 years. 
Learning styles, learning by discovery, an obsession with engagement, group 
work every lesson, fear of teacher talk – the list goes on. Some of what I now 
consider to be myths were explicitly presented to me as facts by authority 
figures. Others – and I now think these are the most dangerous – were rarely 
spoken about or questioned. They became the norms that my colleagues and I 
accepted. They were, quite simply, the only way to do things. 

It took 200 research papers, 25 books, over 100 hours of conversation with 
experts from around the world, and 140,000 words of soul-searching to 
question all the practices and beliefs I held dear in that first book. And to be 
honest, I had hoped I was done. But in the 18 months since my book’s release, 
I find myself contemplating a few other ‘truths’ about my classroom practice. 

Here are three for starters:

1. Student discussion is always a good thing
One of the misconceptions some people have about the model of teaching 
I describe in my first book – especially when it comes to my use of ‘silent 
teacher’1 – is that my students do not utter a word for hours on end. 

This is not true. Whilst I certainly do make much more use of focused 
periods of silence than I used to  –  both during my modelling of a 
worked example, and for portions of time when students are working on 
problems – I regularly encourage my students to collaborate and learn 
from each other. Students engaged in positive debate and discussion as 
they attempt to thrash out a problem is a wonderful sight.

But are such discussions always a good thing?

1. Silent teacher is covered in chapters 4 and 6 of How I Wish I’d Taught Maths.
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Obviously we could have problems with focus and behaviour. If discussions 
stray away from quadratic equations towards the direction of Love Island,2 
then the effect on learning is likely to be negative. But even if students 
remain on task, and all discussions are purely mathematical, then my 
further reading of the ‘self-explanation effect’ – something that played a 
key role in my first book3 – suggests something else I need to bear in mind.

Chi (2000) explains that ‘self-explaining is a knowledge-building activity 
that is generated by and directed to oneself ’. In a 2018 meta-analysis, 
Bisra et al. conclude that ‘the process of self-explanation also helps the 
learner realise what they don’t know, to fill in missing information, 
monitor understanding, and modify fusions of new information with 
prior knowledge when discrepancies or deficiencies are detected’.

Self-explaining is powerful, and is a key behaviour I want my students 
to develop. But it is also something that could be jeopardised by student 
discussion.

Imagine you are thinking really hard about a problem. The pieces are 
starting to come together in your mind. You are nearly there. Just a few 
more seconds…and then the person next to you tells you how to do it. 
This is not only extremely annoying, but also potentially detrimental to 
your learning. Your opportunity to fill in missing information, modify 
fusions of new knowledge, and all the other wonderful things Bisra et al. 
describe are taken away.

The problem with discussion – whether it be in pairs, groups, or whole 
class – is that it does not allow individuals to make connections at the 
point that they are ready. In a sense, you are at the behest of the person in 
the group that understands the current problem the quickest. And with 
everyone quite naturally gripping ideas and concepts at different points 
in time, this is clearly an issue.

The solution I am currently pondering may cause readers to throw this 
book on the floor in disgust.

With several classes I have adopted the ‘4-2 approach’, in which students 
first work for four minutes in silence, and then for the next two minutes 
they discuss with their partner, then four minutes’ silence, two minutes’ 
discussion – and the cycle continues.

2. If you do not know what Love Island is, my advice is to keep it that way.
3. The self-explanation effect is covered in chapter 5 of How I Wish I’d Taught Maths. 
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My hope is that this structure allows my students to benefit from a 
dedicated period of focused work where they can tap into the benefits of 
the self-explanation effect and the testing effect4, and then really make 
the most of their discussion time at a point when they have had the 
opportunity to put many of the pieces together themselves.

It is early days in my experimentation with the 4-2 approach, but the 
signs are promising.

2. Students learn from each other’s answers
A mistake I made for many years was making an inference about the 
understanding of a class based on the answers of one or two students. In 
the early days of my career I would commit the cardinal sin of asking a 
question and waiting for a hand to go up, and then feel content with my 
wonderful teaching because the smartest, most confident student in the 
class had got it right. As I got a little bit better, I would start to employ 
techniques like Doug Lemov’s ‘cold call’,5 whereby I took control over 
which students would answer each question.

However, a 2018 study by Abel and Roediger suggests an issue that I had 
somewhat overlooked. In a series of three experiments, participants worked 
together in restudy and retrieval practice of vocabulary pairs. One subject 
acted as a speaker whilst the other listened and monitored their partner’s 
response. The authors found that the subject speaking remembered more 
in a subsequent test than the subject listening, unless the subject listening 
was asked to monitor their own retrieval instead of their partner’s.

The authors conclude that retrieval is not necessarily as beneficial to 
listeners as it is to those speaking. They go further and suggest that 
‘teachers asking questions in class will not yield a positive effect unless 
measures are taken to insure students’ effortful covert retrieval’.

It seems students learn from each other’s answers, but not as much as I 
had thought.

And so, whilst my shift to cold call when asking questions is certainly an 
improvement, unless I can create conditions under which every student 

4. The testing effect is the finding that long-term memory is often increased when some of the 
learning period is devoted to retrieving the to-be-remembered information. There are loads of 
studies that find significant benefits of testing over restudy of the material. The 2011 Karpicke and 
Blunt study in the References is one of my favourites.
5. Cold call, along with a whole host of other practical classroom techniques, can be found in Doug 
Lemov’s book, Teach like a Champion 2.0. 

researchED MYTHS.indd   13 16/10/2019   15:18



The researchED guide to education myths

14

is actively trying to retrieve the answer to my question, even if the 
child I select explains the correct answer beautifully, it may not benefit 
their classmates as much, even if they listen attentively. So, my all-too-
common questioning strategy of ‘Josh, what do you think? ... Jenny, do 
you agree?’ may well only benefit Josh and Jenny.

Of course, that is the key to a successful use of cold call – ensuring every 
student is engaged in the questioning process, thinking hard about the 
answer. When combined with ‘no opt-out’ – another strategy from Doug 
Lemov’s Teach like a Champion 2.0  –  we begin to instil a classroom 
culture in which every question should benefit every student, and not 
just those answering them. 

An alternative, of course, is to use something like diagnostic questions,6 
where every single student in the class must not only think about the 
answer to a question, but also show their answer. I spent an entire 
chapter of my last book banging on about diagnostic questions,7 so 
before I get carried away again, we best move on…

3. ‘Does anybody have any questions?’ is a good question
I have asked my students some bad questions in my time. ‘Are you happy 
with adding fractions?’, followed by a request to indicate their joy (or lack 
of it) with a sea of thumbs up, down or in the middle – like a roomful of 
Caesars passing judgement on a defeated gladiator – was a particular low 
point that lasted about 12 years.

In my first book I delve into the many issues with questions like these, 
the most notable of which is that they are assessing confidence, not 
understanding, and there is by no means a perfect correlation between 
the two.8

Whilst this question has finally been dropped from my repertoire, one 
that has remained is ‘Does anybody have any questions?’ This would 

6. See diagnosticquestions.com
7. Diagnostic questions and formative assessment are covered in chapter 11 of How I Wish I’d 
Taught Maths.
8. At the time of writing, my colleague and co-founder of Diagnostic Questions, Dr Simon 
Woodhead, is analysing over 10,000 student responses on diagnostic questions, comparing their 
success rate across all the questions they have answered with their confidence level on those 
questions. Initial findings suggest the correlation is positive but by no means perfect, with a 
correlation coefficient of 0.53 and key instances of over- and under-confidence. Interestingly, 
when we break it down by gender we find that both girls and boys overestimate their ability, but 
boys do this by an average of 5% more. We hope to publish these findings in the near future.
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normally be unleashed at the end of a worked example, or following the 
completion of an exercise or activity.

What I now find myself pondering is not the question itself, but my 
reaction if silence follows. I would take silence as a sign of understanding. 
There are no questions; therefore everyone gets it, so let’s crack on.

Now I am not so sure. Silence could indicate a complete understanding. 
But it could also hide one or two students who – for a variety of reasons, 
including confidence and anxiety – do not wish to voice their confusion. 
It is too easy for students to opt out of a question like this.

Moreover, silence could indicate a widespread lack of understanding 
across the class. It takes a certain amount of knowledge to be able 
to formulate a question. Someone who, for example, can articulate a 
question about a worked example probably understands the majority 
of the process, but just needs clarity on one or two aspects. The 
person who understands nothing does not know where to begin 
asking for help.

There are two solutions to this that I am currently trialling.

At the risk of sounding like a broken record, the first is to move towards 
questions which give me (and my students) a more accurate indication of 
their levels of understanding, and ensure as wide a participation rate as 
possible. Once again, diagnostic questions fit the bill for me. 

The second is a simple tweak. Instead of asking ‘Does anybody have any 
questions?’, I now say ‘Ask me a question’ or – better still – ‘Ask me two 
questions.’ 

This seems to elicit a greater frequency and quality of questions than 
my previous attempt. I think it is something to do with the fact that 
it is a command  –  ‘Ask me!’  –  as opposed to the much weaker ‘Does 
anybody…?’ Also, the fact that I am asking for two questions means that 
any obvious question or feature is quickly dealt with, and then students 
have to think hard about the second.

Again, it is early days in my experimenting with this, but things are 
looking up.

Are these three things really myths? Will my proposed solutions work? I don’t 
know. I will need to read lots more research, speak to lots of colleagues, and 
conduct lots more micro-experiments with different students in different 
contexts to be able to say so with any conviction. But these are certainly the 
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questions that are keeping me awake at night – along with the cries of my six-
month-old son. (Indeed, the latter often provides welcome relief.)

But one person, with my limited experience, can only scratch the surface of the 
murky world of education myths. To really get into the weeds and to understand 
the cause, effect and remedy for such myths, we need a team. And what a team 
we have.

Across eight chapters you will hear from nine of my favourite people (I managed 
to get a 2-for-1 deal with the Bjorks) giving their take on an array of what they 
consider to be education myths. 

We have Mark Enser discussing the origin of myths and providing a warning 
for the future. Clare Sealy addresses the issues of memorable classroom 
experiences. Doug Lemov tackles the effect technology is having on reading. 
Greg Ashman delves into the world of differentiation. Robert and Elizabeth 
Bjork investigate the effectiveness of blocked practice. Tom Sherrington takes 
on student-led versus teacher-led learning. Andrew Old shares his views on 
attachment. Finally Harry Fletcher-Wood offers advice about changing people’s 
practice and beliefs.

You will not agree with all the arguments presented in this book. I certainly 
don’t. But hopefully, like me, they will make you think. I spent far too long 
teaching blind – accepting what I was told, what I thought, and what I perceived 
to be the common consensus without question. Challenging education myths 
is tiring, can lead to some real soul-searching, and is ultimately difficult. But 
we are in the business of helping to shape the lives of the young people we are 
lucky enough to teach. And when given a responsibility as precious as that, we 
do not really have a choice.

So, sit back, relax, and if not the myth-busting, at least let the myth-confronting 
begin.
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EDUCATION MYTHS:  
AN ORIGIN STORY

BY MARK ENSER

 

At the time of writing, I have not been lucky enough to meet Mark Enser 
face to face, but he has been one of the most significant influences on my 
thinking. Via his contributions to Tes and his book, Making Every Geography 
Lesson Count (AKA ‘the only geography book I’ve ever read’), he questions, 
challenges and inspires.

In this chapter, Mark considers the origins of education myths, and what 
we can learn from past mistakes. Fretting about too much teacher talk, the 
willingness to spice up lessons with things like carousel tasks, and an obsession 
with demonstrating progress are just some of the things I embraced early 
in my career, only to question later. But then Mark turns his attention to 
retrieval quizzes, knowledge organisers, whole-class feedback, and more as 
he considers whether a new breed of education myths are in danger of being 
born out of well-founded ideas.

All villains need a compelling origin story. The Joker fell into a vat of chemical 
sludge; Magneto’s family were killed by Nazis; Lex Luthor’s work (and his hair) 
was destroyed by Superman. They all have a tale to tell and they tend to share 
certain characteristics (beginning as a victim, hurt or at least not saved by the 
hero they will come to battle; starting as an underdog in a cruel system). The 
same is true for the supervillain in our education classroom: the education myth.

Like all good origin stories, the beginnings of the many myths that assault our 
practice are complex and varied but there are certain common characteristics 
that we can explore to help us understand them better.

The mists of time
The origins of some education myths are deeply ideological. In Getting it 
Wrong From the Beginning, professor of education Kieran Egan examines the 
influences of the progressive educational ideology (Egan, 2002). He charts a 
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direct link from the writing of Rousseau  –  and in particular his book Emile 
(Rousseau, 1921)  –  to the fathers of progressive education like Spencer and 
Dewey. In Emile, Rousseau warns against teachers being a figure of authority 
with expertise and knowledge to pass on. Instead, he insists, teachers should 
only be on hand to guide their pupil as they discover for themselves all they 
need to know, led by their own natural curiosity and at their own pace.

In Seven Myths About Education, former teacher Daisy Christodoulou shows 
that these ideas of Rousseau didn’t only influence early progressive thinkers but 
continues to have an influence today (Christodoulou, 2014). One place we see 
this is in the pernicious education myth that teachers need to limit their time 
talking, being told things like ‘If you’re talking, they’re not learning’ or that 
they should be a ‘guide on the side’ rather than a ‘sage on the stage’. It was this 
ideology that led to the ‘learning pyramid’, a distortion of Edgar Dale’s work 
on authentic experience, to which were attached suspiciously round numbers 
claiming things like the ‘fact’ that we only remember 5% of what we are told but 
90% of what we do (Harvard, 2017).

As with so many education myths, there is a kernel of truth beneath the 
distortions. Poor teacher explanation is hard to remember. If someone goes 
off on a tangent, mumbles, includes too much information in one go, it will be 
problematic. Recognising this gives two options:

• Firstly we could train teachers better in how to explain things clearly 
and in a memorable way.

• Secondly, we could create an education myth that there is something 
inherently wrong with teachers explaining things.

If you have an ideological view that is troubled by the idea of the teacher as an 
authority figure and a belief that children learn best through discovering things 
for themselves, you will opt for the second option. And this appears to be what 
happened. From these mists of time, a gang of education-myth supervillains 
were born: ‘Limit teacher talk!’, ‘Pupils learn best through discovery!’ and the 
‘guide on the side’ to name but three.

Cargo cult
Many myths in education originate when some kind of strategy or technique 
becomes divorced from the rationale behind it. This leads to cargo cults.

The phenomenon of the cargo cult was first observed on some of the islands of 
the South Pacific. The islanders here wanted to attract the goods they had seen 
arrive by planes, brought over by Europeans and Americans. A religion grew up 
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on these islands around rituals designed to attract the wealth back to the islands 
and the people built airstrips and planes from trees and made the sound of the 
planes they associated with the arrival of cargo (Worsley, 2009). The underlying 
reasons for the arrival of the cargo were gone and all that remained were their 
superficial structures. Doomed to failure.

The story of the cargo cult has always resonated with me as a teacher and I think 
we can see parallels when we start thinking about some of the ways we have 
been encouraged to teach in the past and with some of the things being held up 
as the ‘next big thing’ today. Take carousel tasks as an example.

Carousel tasks can work in a few different ways but they usually involve pupils 
working in groups on different tasks, or collecting different information, at 
different stations. After a certain amount of time they stop doing what they 
were doing at one station and move on to the next. Often there is a final step 
where pupils form a different group to share what they have learnt. These tasks 
have a number of potential issues built in to the structure that could cause 
concern:

• Firstly, it is likely that there is an optimal order for the information 
to be presented in. We usually need to know something to best make 
sense of something else; but in the case of the carousel, we have no 
control of the order in which pupils consider different aspects of the 
topic.

• Secondly, we either have to explain what we want pupils to do at 
each station at the start of the task and hope they can hold all this 
information in their working memory throughout the lesson or we 
have to hope our written instructions are clear enough at each station. 
There is a reason we usually communicate with our classes verbally 
though. It allows us to check for understanding and pick up on 
nonverbal cues that indicate they are not following us.

• Thirdly, time is lost in the lesson when moving from place to place. 
It would be a more efficient use of the time for pupils to stay in place 
and for the information or tasks, along with any instructions, to be 
given to them in sequence.

• Finally, when pupils come back together at the end to share what 
they have learnt, it is very easy for errors and misconceptions to be 
passed on unnoticed. It is almost impossible for the teacher to check 
understanding during this sort of task so there is very little quality 
control in terms of what is being passed on.
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And yet these kinds of carousel tasks were always being recommended when I 
started teaching as a way to improve a lesson – and are still one of the first things 
to be suggested when a teacher asks for ideas for a lesson on social media. There 
may once have been an excellent rationale for the carousel task – something that 
addressed these problems and that explained why it was better for them to roam 
the room rather than be presented with the things they needed in order, but if 
there was, it now seems to be lost. And yet the structure remains.

What has been somewhat heartbreaking (if fascinating) to watch in recent years 
is the way new ideas have quickly emerged only to descend quickly into cargo-
cult teaching. An example of this is the rise of the retrieval quiz at the start of 
a lesson. There are many good reasons to start a lesson with a recap quiz of 
previous learning:

• We want pupils to realise where today’s lesson fits into the big picture 
so they can make connections between different things we have 
taught them (Rosenshine, 2012).

• Low-stakes tests like quizzes help pupils to remember what they have 
been taught for longer, even in the stressful conditions of a test (Smith 
et al., 2016).

• These quizzes don’t only help them remember the exact thing they 
have been asked about but also improve their ability to answer 
questions only indirectly linked to the material being tested (Karpicke 
and Grimaldi, 2012).

• If pupils know they will be tested on something it helps to motivate 
them to actually learn it (Roediger et al., 2011).

• It is useful to start a lesson with a routine so that everyone knows 
what they are meant to be doing.

All very good reasons to start the lesson with a quiz, but what happens when 
we divorce the quiz from this rationale? If we don’t know that a quiz can help 
connect different parts of a topic then why not just select quiz questions at 
random? If we don’t know that even the effort of trying to recall an answer 
makes it easier to remember in the future, then why not make the questions 
really easy as a boost to pupil motivation? If we think the quiz is only a settling 
task then why not quiz them on what they watched on TV last night?

It isn’t only happening with retrieval quizzes. We can see it with knowledge 
organisers too. These can be useful tools when created by a department as it 
helps them to think about what they are teaching and how it is best structured 
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(Brunskill and Enser, 2017). They can then be used by pupils as a crib sheet 
too: they can reflect on the key knowledge that needs to be learnt to better aid 
their understanding. For any of this to work, the knowledge organiser and the 
individual curriculum of a school need to be intertwined. And yet teachers 
are increasingly told they need to have these organisers but given no real 
reason why and so simply find one online. These then gather dust, useless and 
unused – like a plane made of branches on a South Pacific island.

The use of whole-class feedback is also at risk of becoming an education myth 
through the structure replacing the thought. The idea of whole-class feedback 
is very simple. Rather than writing ‘You need to add more detail’ in red pen 
in 30 exercise books, you simply tell the class this is what they need to do and 
show them how, then give them some way of practising doing it. Teachers have 
always done whole-class feedback but without needing a term for it. It was just 
a part of teaching.

One innovation used by some teachers was to keep a piece of paper next to their 
pile of exercise books so that as they were going through them they could make 
a note of common errors or examples of great work to share. These pieces of 
paper became handy templates that teachers could share, with different boxes to 
record information in. So far, so good. Grassroots initiatives to make teaching 
more effective and efficient. Unfortunately, in some schools, this template is 
becoming what whole-class feedback is. It has become a structure. A sheet to 
fill in and photocopy and that can be stuck in a pupil’s book as evidence that 
feedback was given. This will become just as time consuming as individual 
written comments and it won’t be long before teachers look at these templates 
and think ‘Why don’t I just write “Add more detail” in each book instead?’ The 
structure kills the idea and the idea is lost.

Understanding the why of a strategy we deploy in the classroom is vital if we are 
to avoid creating new cargo-cult practices and education myths.

Desirable but impossible
Education myths can also be born out of a desire to achieve the impossible. 
There are many things that we would really like to be able to do, and sometimes 
we pretend that we can rather than admit that we can’t.

One example would be the myth that we can see pupil progress and use it to 
make a prediction about whether they will achieve a certain GCSE grade. It 
would be brilliant if we could. That information would be of a huge help to 
pupils and parents in helping to plan for the future and school leaders could use 
it to plan much more targeted intervention. Sadly, it isn’t really possible.
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To predict where they were going to end up, it would help to know where they 
are now in terms of a GCSE grade. However the only way to do this would be for 
them to complete previous exam papers in the exact same conditions they were 
originally sat in (Allen, 2018). If you change the conditions (reduce the number 
of topics to be examined; give hints as to what to revise; reduce the number of 
other subjects they are revising for at the same time) you would end up with 
different grade boundaries.

Secondly, even if you knew where pupils currently were, progress doesn’t follow 
nice linear routes (Treadaway, 2015). Some might make very rapid progress 
from this point on whereas others might plateau. Looking at the work a pupil 
has done in Year 10 and making a prediction about where they will be at the end 
of Year 11 is impossible.

And yet we ignore the fact that it is impossible because being able to do it would 
be so desirable. We want it badly enough that we create reporting systems and 
accountability systems that rely on it being done. This education myth creates 
the need for endless data-drops and discussions about what the predictions 
might mean for the school come results day in August – as though they meant 
anything at all.

Role of accountability
As is so often the case, behind each perceived supervillain stands a greater 
baddie lurking in the shadows and controlling the game. In education, this big 
bad – the father of supervillains – is high-stakes accountability.

One agent of such high-stakes accountability has been Ofsted. If there were no 
fear of Ofsted then we wouldn’t see education myths growing up based on what 
we think they want to see:

• Feedback means writing individual comments in pupils’ books, them 
responding to these comments and us responding to their response in 
a never-ending cycle of multicoloured pens.

• Pupils should know their target grades and how to reach them.

• Pupils need to demonstrate what they have learnt at the end of each 
lesson.

This final point on demonstrating learning sits at the heart of the education 
myths created by accountability. If we are going to be accountable for 
what pupils have learnt, we need to find a way to show that this learning is 
happening. Unfortunately, learning is invisible and happens in the heads 
of our pupils as they think, forget and recollect (Nuthall, 2007). It can’t 

researchED MYTHS.indd   24 16/10/2019   15:18



Education myths: an origin story 

25

be seen; and yet we are called upon to show it. Once again the impossible 
becomes desirable.

This leads to all kinds of distortions of our teaching. We see the last 5–10 
minutes of lessons being given over to ‘plenaries’ where pupils are expected to 
show what they have learnt. These range from pupils putting their hands up to 
show if they think they have met an objective, to the use of exit tickets where 
they answer a question and leave it with the teacher or write a question on a 
sticky note and leave it on the board as they go out (I have no idea why putting 
something on a sticky note is more educational. I suspect a conspiracy by the 
sticky note industry. It certainly seems to be a cargo-cult practice).

The end of a lesson is a terrible time to try to see what a pupil has actually 
learnt. You don’t know if they have actually learnt something or whether they 
are simply mimicking what they have just heard. If it turns out they haven’t 
learnt something – or worse, have ended up with a misconception – what are 
you going to do? Glance at their exit ticket and go running down the corridor 
to reteach it?

And yet, high-stakes accountability continues to make us teach in less effective 
ways in order to try to show we are effective teachers. It really is the biggest, 
baddest supervillain of them all.

Why do these education myths matter?
The supervillains are winning. In our schools, up and down the country, it 
is like the end of the second act of a Marvel movie. The education myths are 
driving teachers out of the classroom as they prevent us from teaching in an 
efficient manner and so leave workload spiralling out of control.

Myths about feedback needing individual written comments in books every 
couple of weeks means the conscientious teacher with ten classes is trying to 
mark a set of books every day – on top of everything else they need to do. If they 
can’t keep up with this load then they are made to feel like a failure.

Myths about teaching engaging lessons with varied and memorable tasks leave 
teachers spending hours trying to prepare resources for ever-more elaborate 
lessons filled with model building, carousel tasks and competitions.

Myths about target grades leave teachers spending hours trying to find a way 
to make an assessment of what a pupil can do now into a prediction about what 
they will be able to do in several years’ time – and in a way that means they can 
justify their data to a line manager next week.

If we don’t stand up to these education myths then our world is doomed.
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Learning the origin helps us to fight them
Luckily there is a ray of hope. If the movies have taught us anything, it is that 
to defeat our enemy, we first need to understand our enemy. By exploring the 
origin story of education myths, we can drag them out into the light to be 
exposed for what they are.

• When we see that ‘minimise teacher talk’ is just a hangover from the 
romantic meanderings of an 18th-century writer, we are better able 
to think again about how to make explanations more effective in our 
classrooms.

• When we recognise that cargo-cult practices arise when we divorce 
the what from the why, we can step in to stop the rot before retrieval 
quizzes go the way of carousel tasks.

• There is an enormous freedom that comes from realising that we 
can’t make the impossible possible just because it is desirable. We can 
instead look for better ways to report on the progress our pupils are 
making, free from the need to gaze into the crystal ball.

• We can accept that some of the things we do are only being done out 
of a fear of accountability. We can then choose to be brave and put 
learning first rather than the demonstration of learning to outside 
observers.

All myths thrive in ignorance. The more we, as teachers, can learn about the 
simplicity of teaching well and avoiding the complications that are forced upon 
us, the greater the chance we have of spotting the education myths for what they 
are. We need to drive these villains back and save the world. Teachers, assemble!
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