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Abstract
This research focuses on how members of the UK 
Parliament engaged with evidence in relation to 
the policy decision leading to the Selective Schools 
Expansion Fund, a policy designed to enable the ex-
isting 163 English grammar schools to apply for ad-
ditional funds to expand their intake. Although a small 
case study, the narrow focus provides a fertile setting 
for analysis of the relationship between research evi-
dence, parliamentary debates and policy decisions. 
The article provides contextual background in rela-
tion to the dominant political parties’ (Conservative 
and Labour) education policy manifesto statements 
and a discussion on the nature and understanding 
of evidence. Particular attention is given to how evi-
dence can be used to support claims and the impor-
tance of justified warrants. Using NVivo software, we 
identified the thematic content of 11  parliamentary 
debates and analysed the findings using descrip-
tive statistics, which we tested with a playful, carni-
valesque extrapolation of the data. Argumentative 
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INTRODUCTION

This research focuses on a policy dilemma surrounding a particular type of secondary school 
selection within a specific temporal context that led to the Selective Schools Expansion 

analysis shows that within the debates a number of 
rhetorical tools are used to avoid empirical evidence, 
including the deployment of a ‘moral sidestep’ which 
discourse analysis reveals in this case to be the re-
peated communication that grammar schools are 
‘good’. In this way, Ofsted ratings are conflated with 
moral goodness, leading to a disproportionate diver-
sion of school funding in their favour. This case study 
exposes strengths and weaknesses of parliamentary 
debate, which might be relevant to educational re-
searchers who focus on evidence-based policy and 
to the policy makers and other stakeholders who en-
gage with the evidence such researchers offer.

K E Y W O R D S
education policy, evidence-based policy, policy making, 
representative democracy

Context and implications

Rationale for this study

In the context of calls for ‘evidence-based practice’, we sought to investigate why 
research evidence on selective education is repeatedly ignored.

Why do the new findings matter?

Our findings have implications for researchers who aim to improve education through 
providing evidence on which effective policies may be based, and for policymakers 
who encounter such research evidence.

Implications

Our findings also suggest broader implications for representative democracy and 
the efficacy of parliamentary debate. Within the immediate context of our research, 
these findings expose a moral positioning that persistently disrupts moves towards 
a more just comprehensive schooling system and the end of the eleven-plus exam. 
It also identifies and asks questions of the moral stance taken by policy makers, 
and how ignored evidence represents an ethical lapse that may negatively impact 
schools, teachers and student outcomes.
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Fund (SSEF) (Department for Education [DfE], 2018), a policy designed to enable the exist-
ing 163 English grammar schools to apply for additional funds to expand their intake. This 
narrow focus provides a fertile setting for analysis of the relationship between empirical re-
search evidence, parliamentary debates and policy decisions. In the process of such analy-
sis, this research does not aim to offer new evidence or conclusions regarding the merits of 
secondary school selection. Rather, this single topic is the context within which we address 
the way the UK Parliament is observed to develop educational policy. Our approach was 
inspired by Stevens (2019), who observed politicians using moral concerns to avoid making 
evidence-based policy decisions and described this as a ‘moral sidestep’. We wondered if 
similar avoidance was occurring in regard to the evidence being offered to politicians about 
grammar schools and selective education. Along the way, we began to question if the failure 
to effectively use evidence is a flaw in our representative democracy and its processes, with 
consideration to how this might impact educational researchers focused on evidence-based 
policy and the politicians who receive the evidence such researchers offer.

The enactment of the SSEF provides temporal and topical focus to explore the use of 
evidence in policy decision making. The expansion of grammar schools, which is the focus 
of the SSEF, and more explicitly the building of new grammar schools, is currently illegal 
(Education & Inspections Act, 2006), and additionally there is a paucity of empirical evi-
dence for selective education providing better outcomes (see reviews in Danechi, 2020; 
Long et al., 2018; POST, 2016). The dubious legal nature of the SSEF would suggest that 
something was driving policy decision making and it did not seem to be evidence. The rel-
evance of our focus can be further confirmed because, despite this transitory expansionist 
policy that in reality effected very few local authorities, the call to return to more widespread 
selective education is a continual campaign call from political parties mainly from the con-
servative right wing (e.g., Asthana & Elgot, 2016; Hitchens, 2021; Owen, 2021). Secondary 
school selection based on the exam known as the 11-plus persists as an issue inside and 
outside of Parliament, as can be seen in a parliamentary debate pack (Parliament. House of 
Commons, 2016) provided to MPs prior to a debate on grammar and faith schools. It listed 
50 newspaper articles on grammar school and selection in the three months prior to the 
debate.

Within this context, we initially sought, as members of a group campaigning for compre-
hensive education, to investigate why the calls for more widespread secondary school se-
lection persisted, particularly in relation to how and why the evidence on this topic is ignored 
when presented to local and national elected members. What has emerged, though, is an 
understanding of policy making that has implications beyond 163 schools and 50 newspa-
per articles. We suggest that our findings and the results of their analysis challenge our 
understanding of a representative democracy and exposes the strengths and weaknesses 
of parliamentary debate.

Our argument begins with a three-stage review of relevant literature. First, we examine 
the nature of evidence itself, taking into account the disparity between government and 
academic perspectives. Second, this is followed by a broad review of the research on how 
evidence is used in policy making. Third, we continue to explore the relationship between 
evidence and policy making by providing a brief summary of contemporary research on 
secondary school selection, followed by an examination of the dominant political parties’ 
(Conservative and Labour) manifestos and how the education policy statements within them 
frame party perspectives on selective education. From this review of the literature, we then 
proceed to our methodology, where we describe how we selected and analysed data from 
parliamentary debates relevant to the time and topic of the enactment of the SSEF.

We interpret our findings using descriptive statistics, a playful, carnivalesque (Allen, 
2000; Aydarova, 2020) extrapolation of this data, and finally an argumentative analysis 
(Stevens, 2019, citing Thompson, 1990) of the debates and the discourses which shape 
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their outcomes. We uniquely conclude that within this policy-making case study, we found 
not just the avoidance of evidence by moral sidestep, but the avoidance of evidence by a 
complex interplay of moral sidestep, dominant discourse and the moral code concealed 
within the Ofsted ‘evidenced’ measure of ‘good’. Finally, we suggest that the use of moral 
sidesteps, and the associated coded discourse within parliamentary debates is unlikely to 
lead to evidence-based policy outcomes and raises questions about the efficacious func-
tioning of a representative democracy.

LITERATURE, PART 1: THE NATURE OF EVIDENCE FROM 
GOVERNMENT AND ACADEMIC PERSPECTIVES

Government perspective on the nature of evidence

As the focus of this special issue is the use of evidence in policy and practice, we start this 
section highlighting the understanding of evidence as used by policy makers during the pe-
riod of our research. In the Department for Education report ‘Evidence-informed teaching: 
an evaluation of progress in England Research’ (Coldwell et al., 2017), the government an-
nounces their aim to ‘align policy changes with the best research evidence available’ (p. 9).

They proceed to define evidence in the following terms:

We use the term 'evidence' to mean seeking out and using: quantitative and qual-
itative research findings generated by external researchers; evidence reviews 
such as those produced by the Sutton Trust, EEF and John Hattie; external 
evaluations; and/or research produced by teachers/schools that is underpinned 
by rigorous and systematic enquiry. (p. 10)

It is noticeable (and will become important later in this paper) that neither Ofsted nor internal 
parliamentary reports are mentioned in this context. Equally, there is a shift away from the pos-
sibility of evidence being generated by those in practice, as suggested in the following passage.

The ultimate test would be whether teachers could explain their choices and 
practice by referring to a robust evidence base and using logical argument and 
reasoning, rather than saying that they do it because Ofsted or the department 
has told them to. Within this, though, there must be appetite for innovation in 
order to further develop practice. Rather than this being unfettered develop-
ment, innovation must be ‘disciplined’ in that it would build on existing knowledge 
of what works and why. (pp. 9–10)

Evidence is therefore clearly defined as being rigorous qualitative or quantitative enquiry 
and not emerging in an ‘unfettered’ manner within practice. This need to ‘discipline’ innovation 
within the confines of evidence related to ‘what works and why’ provides a clear signal that only 
certain types of evidence, even from certain organisations (Sutton Trust, EEF), or particular in-
dividuals (John Hattie) can be acceptable. This is a stance which, as we will explore just below, 
might not sit easily within the academic community due to its lack of acknowledgement that 
definitions of evidence can be and are contested.

Michael Gove, the Secretary of State for Education near the start of our research period, 
famously depicted his role as a battle with ‘The Blob’—the educational research community, 
teaching union leaders and local authority officials who he argued favoured a more progres-
sive and less traditional approach to schooling (Gove, 2013; Young, 2014). Although a politi-
cian might benefit from newsprint publicity and social media clicks by depicting a very broad 
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community in the education sector through the lens of a 1950s sci-fi film, this approach 
has defined an unhelpful binary positioning between what is regarded as progressive and 
traditional practice and equally what is acceptable evidence. Using this context as a point 
of departure, we shall explore the varied understandings of evidence from within the aca-
demic research community, while also highlighting the importance of legitimate or justified 
warrants (Gorard, 2002; Malone, & Hogan, 2020).

Educational research community perspective on the 
nature of evidence

The Michael Gove portrayal of the education academic research community as ‘The Blob’ 
and the accompanying attacks on what is perceived as progressive educational practices 
appear ironic in the context of the DfE’s (2017) definition of evidence as ‘quantitative and 
qualitative research findings generated by external researchers’ (p. 10). What cannot be 
avoided, though, is that within the academic research community there is much discussion 
and division on the nature of the research process and its contribution to practice. The 
recent increase in the use of local, national and international league tables, often linked to 
conceptions of evidence-based practice, has begun to increasingly dominate the discourse. 
Associated with this has been attempts to identify ‘what works’ (Biesta, 2007, 2010). The 
discussion on what evidence is appropriate, and what may or may not work and why, as 
campaigners, is at the heart and soul of our academic inquiry.

A recent change of the British Educational Research Journal (BERJ) editorial board 
occasioned reflection on the impact of the evidence-based discourse favouring particular 
types of research, noting that:

The nature and size of the part that educational research can play in the ‘educa-
tion debate’ is a highly contested question across many quarters of society and 
academic endeavour. (Aldridge et al., 2018)

Whereas in a more recent BERJ editorial, Wainwright et al. (2020) make the case for edu-
cational research to be responsive to both the international and more intimate local level. We 
see our research in this context, working from a very localised case study that has potential 
application more widely in policy-to-practice decision making. Aldridge et al. (2018) make the 
case that although ‘educational research remains contested’ (p. 4), and therefore question what 
evidence is appropriate to inform policy decisions, it is important that these questions can be 
‘debated with sophistication’ (p. 2). While we acknowledge that the BERJ editorial board do 
not represent the whole academic community, a broad tension exists between the certitude of 
the DfE, the narrow band of evidence they refer to, and the more sceptical positioning of the 
academic community.

The evidence-based policy-making debate between a ‘what works’ and a more sceptical 
‘purpose of education’ approach has been well covered, but we offer a brief review here to 
provide context for our own research methodology. In a discussion on teacher education 
policy, Mayer (2021) questions what can be relied on as evidence in the complex non-linear 
process of learning and doing teaching, particularly while current policy appears to be in the 
grip of ‘assumed linear connections driving regulation and accountability mechanisms and 
dictating what counts as evidence' (p. 132).

Calls to consider the complexity of education settings, and as such the type of evi-
dence, are also echoed by Wrigley (2018) making the claim that due to the cultural status 
given to numbers, the ‘evidence’ in ‘evidence-based practice’ refers mainly to numerical 
or statistical data. Wrigley notes that the dominant milieu is driven largely by neo-liberal 
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principles of accountancy and audit and is particularly critical of two of the DfE’s favoured 
sources of evidence—The Education Endowment Foundation's Teaching and Learning 
Toolkit (EEF, 2021), and John Hattie’s (2009) Visible Learning project. The use of num-
bers is not rejected by Wrigley, in fact he supports their use in making very complex 
experiences understandable and therefore enabling effective interventions, the criticism 
focuses on:

… an inflated and generalised role for statistical studies, a lack of awareness 
and self-awareness, and the omissions and linearities that arise in order to cre-
ate an aura of science, order and regularity. (p. 374)

A position echoed by Aldridge et al. (2018) and Wainwright et al. (2020) who make calls for 
policy makers to consider a greater variety of evidence drawn from the diverse forms of re-
search available to the academic research community.

We do not wish to create the simplistic impression that it is only policy makers who do 
not understand that evidence comes in many forms, let alone what evidence ‘should’ appro-
priately be used to inform policy. Gorard and Fitz (2006) note that even academics—often 
stuck with their own ideological preconceptions—struggle to identify ‘good’ research, and 
that this is not just an issue for those early in their career but also those who have a respon-
sibility, through peer review, to ensure the publication of high-quality evidence of all types. 
Evidence obtained in this way would conform to the government's own definition (Coldwell 
et al., 2017) of suitable source evidence, for example, quantitative and qualitative research 
findings generated by external researchers.

Another noteworthy consideration identified by Gorard and Fitz was the unwillingness of 
researchers to be surprised, instead seeking to have already established views confirmed. 
Our own research survives or falls on our ability to consider and manage the influence of 
our campaigning stance, as well as holding on to the possibility of being surprised. This 
research would have little value if it simply confirmed that policy makers do not understand 
and avoid evidence of secondary school selection. What is important is that we explore how 
evidence is used in decision making.

Nature of warrants and evidential proof

The political emphasis on ‘evidence-based’ assumptions has dominated the educational 
research discourse for at least two decades since its emergence in medical practice (Guyatt 
et al., 1992). It leaves in its wake a confusion among many policy makers and academ-
ics what might constitute good, or appropriate evidence; what may or may not be reliable, 
replicable and ultimately generalisable. Not wishing to promote or denigrate any particular 
research approach or the evidence that emerges, we see value in all methods and their 
thoughtful application, and therefore wish to move the debate away from linear suggestions 
of proof and replicability, turning instead to consider the usefulness of the Dewey inspired 
‘justified warrant’ (Malone & Hogan, 2020). There is not the space in this article to explore 
the epistemological dimensions or ontological derivations of Dewey's concept—this has ad-
mirably been done by Malone and Hogan—but what it offers is the possibility to view all 
types of research and their evidence as equally valid and worthy of consideration in policy-
making decisions. This does not mean that ‘anything goes’, rather the opposite, that the 
academic community has a responsibility to ensure that assertions from research are held 
lightly to avoid misleading certainties.

Research guided by expectations of providing warranted assertions, as opposed to cer-
tainty, would be more provisional, open to criticism, while also being open to surprise and 
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unexpected nuance. Such a sceptical approach is also explored by Gorard (2002) who chal-
lenges the research community to provide persuasive links between the research carried 
out, findings and conclusions, including suggestions of real-world application. Gorard also 
suggests that much of the confusion about the nature of research evidence and its appli-
cability is due to researchers making poor and unjustified warrants. That is, they make real 
world applications from their findings that over-emphasise or conflate potential conclusions. 
The advantage of considering the justified warrant is that it allows for the possibility that the 
academic or the politician might step out of their narrow research and partisan silos. The 
quality of research and evidence is therefore not linked so much to the ‘how it was done’ 
(although this is, of course, important), but to the logical progression from evidence to war-
ranted assertions that make links to the real world alongside caveats that guide the reader 
preventing unrealistic claims.

In the next section we therefore seek to explore what warrants are used to justify the link 
between qualitative and quantitative research evidence, the conclusions drawn and how 
these may have been applied to practice—not just by the academic researcher but also 
the professional politician. The paper now moves to focus on a more general review of the 
literature, not always from the educational research community but does, in general, relate 
to how research evidence is used in policy-making decisions.

LITERATURE, PART 2: THE EVIDENCE—USE OF RESEARCH 
IN POLICY- MAKING DECISIONS

As would be expected there is already an extensive literature (for example, Cairney, 2016; 
Parkhurst, 2017) on ‘evidence-based practice’ and that various ‘evidence-to-policy’ models 
already exist. These models can be represented in three broad approaches, each describ-
ing increased situational complexity: the first would be a simple Linear Model, with a direct 
connection between evidence and policy; the second, the Multiple Streams Model, offers 
the possibility that policy decisions are influenced by the evidence, economic factors and 
public opinion; and finally, a Melee Model, where the fluid interaction between four types of 
evidence, scientific, political, economic and social, lead to policy decisions.

For us, the Melee Model most closely represents the context of educational research, 
and yet the complexity of the educational encounter may even make this model redun-
dant. We imagine these four competing factors embedded with and influenced by the 
existing neo-liberal audit cultural discourse which has led to the call for ‘evidence-based 
practice’ (Ball, 2016). The previous section has already highlighted an unease within 
some of the academic educational research community of the attempt to reduce ed-
ucational processes and practices to coherent linear relationships (Malone & Hogan, 
2020; Mayer, 2021) and see any ‘evidence’ that emerges from these approaches as not 
valid. Dominant in this debate is educationalist Gert Biesta, who has confronted the ‘what 
works’ discourse with provocative articles on ‘why what works, doesn't work’ (Biesta, 
2007, 2010).

Biesta provides three reasons why the very premise of ‘evidence-based practice’ is flawed; 
these are presented as deficits in knowledge, efficacy and application and have a synergy 
with those who assume that education is too complex for assumptions of a linear relationship 
between evidence, policy and then practice. Biesta argues for a knowledge deficit as the 
relationship between action and consequence can never be fully known, therefore evidence 
cannot be about certainty but possibilities, having some resonance with the application of 
justified warrants. The efficacy deficit draws on this position noting that if the relationship be-
tween action and consequence can only be in the realm of possibility, then research findings 
can only ever be tentative at best. Finally, the application deficit rejects simple linear notions 
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of evidence-to-policy-to-practice as this removes the complexity of education involving par-
ticular individuals, in particular circumstances at particular times (Bainbridge, 2019). Biesta's 
arguments are complex and at first seem unhelpful to the educational researcher (and by 
association policy maker); it is not that he rejects outright the idea that research can inform 
practice, more that the distinctiveness of the educational event requires a more nuanced 
approach than neo-liberal motivated linear cause and effect (Biesta, 2015).

Finding out ‘what works’ in education settings is not just a philosophical discussion but 
crucially one of fundamental importance to the democratic process, Biesta (2015) frames his 
discussion on the appropriateness of research methods in relation to the vital role education 
has in facilitating social justice. Gorard et al. (2017) also note that practitioners and policy 
makers should ‘routinely use, or ought to use, evidence of many kinds to help decide on or to 
justify actions taken to improve the conduct of education’ (p. 3). They also warn against the 
seduction of commercial or politically motivated kinds of evidence, that although often seen 
as helpful, and may even be to a limited extent, but that these are poorly understood and 
‘unwarranted’. There is therefore an ethical and democratic imperative (Alexander, 2017) 
for the appropriateness of the research method and the effectiveness of how evidence is 
translated into policy. This is what Sanderson (2003) had earlier referred to as the moral and 
factual decisions that can lead to practical and reasonable policy decisions.

Despite the UK government's call for education to be evidence-based, Pellegrini and 
Vivanet’s (2021) review of European Commission documentation concluded that the im-
pact of research on education policy continues to be limited. A number of authors argue 
that one suggestion for this impasse is largely due to institutional barriers that exist both 
within academia and government. For example, Ion and Lucu (2015) highlight the need 
to make research more visible and transferable; Newman et al. (2016) note how if it was 
made more clear that policy decisions should be based on both instrumental/technical and 
symbolic/valued assumptions, then the relationship between research and policy would be 
improved; and the Eurydice (2017) publication ‘Support Mechanisms for Evidence-based 
Policy Making in Education’ highlights the need for ‘knowledge brokers’ to facilitate the flow 
of information between academics and those developing policy. A second barrier frequently 
identified as hindering the use of research evidence in policy making is the quality of ed-
ucational research. Slavin (2020) suggests that more careful research design would align 
educational research with impacts similar to those of agriculture and medicine. Additionally, 
there are numerous calls for research funding to be increased (Cooper et al., 2009; Gough 
et al., 2011; Ion & Lucu, 2015).

As has been shown, there are diverse views as to what ‘good’ research might be, specif-
ically in the context of the complexity inherent in education processes and that wrong ap-
proaches to research, or unwarranted claims leading to inappropriate policy is likely to have 
serious social consequences. This section now moves to explore why research evidence 
may or may not be heeded and what the barriers might be.

The barrier between good research having a positive impact on policy and ultimately 
practice is not only a philosophical tussle between politicians and the disparate array of 
academic educational researchers but also the very different working conditions their pro-
fessions require. Politicians typically will require simple solutions that can be clearly pre-
sented to the voting public and with equal haste wish to see some positive effects before the 
next round of voting, whereas the timeframe for academic researchers is more likely to be 
much slower (Gorard et al., 2020). Academic researchers are more likely to work to much 
more extended timeframes that require careful identification of the research context, devel-
opment of a proposal, search for funding, and time to carry out and evaluate. This is with-
out considering the nature of how to engage successfully with politicians (Alexander, 2017; 
Harford, 2020). One notable feature of recent times has been the rapid growth in commer-
cial ‘think-tanks’ (although some are ‘not-for-profit’)—organisations that are often funded by 
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endowments or private donations (Weinberg, 2021). Their rise in popularity can be linked to 
the recent move towards ‘evidence-based policy’, as think-tanks can also be associated with 
neo-liberal principles. Harvey (2005) suggests that the dominant global cultural discourse of 
neo-liberalism positioned much of higher educational research, which is typically perceived 
as ‘left leaning’, as in conflict with government ideology. Think-tank research could therefore 
be quicker and more in line with previously held views. Finally, it is also worth noting that the 
fractured organisation of the academic community, including the competitive nature of grant 
application, and the presence of research excellence league tables, often does the commu-
nity no favours, complicit in slowing down or preventing good research not only becoming 
policy but being shared with policy makers (Farley-Ripple et al., 2020).

It has been argued (Weinberg, 2021) that the influence of think-tanks and a dominant 
linear model of evidence-to-policy that decision making is more linked to conformity of pre-
viously held value assumptions than thoughtful analysis. Much of the research we present 
later will also confirm this assumption and. to an extent, this does not particularly surprise as 
values and ethical positioning will influence the way research is carried out, interpreted and 
accepted or rejected by policy makers. Decision is as much an ethical process as it is tech-
nical (Gorard et al., 2020). Van Leeuwen’s (2007) work on ‘legitimation’ offers a helpful lens 
to explore how value assumptions lead to a discourse that may impact judgement. Evidence 
will be interpreted as legitimate and more likely accepted and acted on if it aligns with and 
is beneficial towards existing social values. Legitimation operates on four levels; the first is 
if the idea or action is linked to either past or current structures of authority or tradition; the 
second refers to alignment with moral values held by the organisation or group; next that 
there needs to be a relation to ‘truth’ or rational argument; finally, for the evidence to support 
existing narratives of reward.

We shall argue later in the discussion that legitimation and the Deweyian concept of justi-
fied warrants are supportive of each other and potentially provide insight into policy-making 
decisions. We suggest that evidence is more likely to be accepted if it is legitimated within 
the structures, process and moral assumptions held within the receiving group or organi-
sation. Weinberg (2021) refers to certain static or resistant process factors as hegemonic 
structures that develop into ‘corporate populism’, largely influenced by the:

… echo chamber of policy entrepreneurs who are influencing government policy 
in both tone and content, and undermining a logic of consultation with the core 
policy community (p. 582)

This observation is not dissimilar to Stevens’ (2019) work on drug policy where substantial 
research evidence has been routinely rejected at the highest levels of government, and de-
cision making can be described as a ‘corporate agency’ influenced by legitimated authority 
figures, rational positions and moral assumptions.

It is this synergy that leads towards a more detailed discussion of Stevens’ moral side-
step. Stevens draws on Archer’s (2000) definitions of corporate and primary agency, noting 
that the former emerges from socially advantaged groups, defined by normative values and 
structures that dominate the political and social landscape, whereas those with primary 
agency are usually groups with disparate and fragmented interests and values that exclude 
them from collective action. Our interest is mainly with those who represent the values es-
poused through and within corporate agentic structures, and to explore how this may influ-
ence policy decision making (although important but not a significant part of our research, 
the corollary infers that those with the status of a ‘primary agent’ will have little influence and 
their needs ignored and rejected).

The moral sidestep identified by Stevens noted how those who represented the domi-
nant, powerful socially and politically advantaged groups made decisions that denied the full 
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humanity of others, in his case, drug users. The overall outcome is to protect established 
interests and power imbalances: those unable to articulate or inhabit the normative values 
of those who dominate are demonised for their inability and perceived to have no agency. 
It is of great interest to us to consider whether a similar dehumanization and stripping of 
agency might be occurring in the sidestep we have identified in this research with regard to 
policy making for selective education. In this case, the politically disadvantaged might be 
those children who do not pass an 11-plus examination. Equally, we might consider whether 
Archer’s (2000) ‘dehumanised’ primary agents will be represented here by schools which 
do not receive the status of ‘good’ and so become the hidden ‘bad’ schools. Indeed, the 
evidence (Farquharson et al., 2021) suggests that this may be the case, as over the last 10 
years the most deprived schools have had a funding drop of 14%, compared to 9% for the 
least deprived. Despite the importance of such considerations, they fall outside the purview 
of the present paper. Instead, we consciously limit our inquiry into the moral sidestep we 
observe here, with the expectation that it might provide insight into why research evidence 
that almost exclusively finds that secondary school selection has little or no significant ac-
ademic advantage, should fail to dislodge this educational policy from its persistence as a 
mainstream policy-making objective.

Having explored multiple understandings on the nature of evidence and how this may 
or may not be used by politicians and academics, for context we shall now provide a brief 
summary of the contemporary evidence in relation to secondary school selection and how 
this same topic appears in political manifestos.

LITERATURE, PART 3: RESEARCH EVIDENCE 
AND POLITICAL MANIFESTOS REGARDING 
SELECTIVE EDUCATION

The tensions outlined above between political and academic perspectives on evidence are 
mirrored in the way that selective education is framed in research evidence and political 
manifestos. The aim of this paper is not to enter a debate about the efficacy of second-
ary school selection and the impact of segregating children into grammar and secondary 
modern schools. However, this context provides a suitably small case study within which to 
explore the complex phenomenon, outlined in the previous sections, of how politicians use 
empirical evidence when making policy decisions. It is appropriate to here mention not only 
how clear the existing evidence base already is, but also the authors’ professional familiarity 
with and perspectives on the evidence due to political campaigns we have joined to question 
the efficacy and justice of selective education. This experience brings with it an awareness 
of the complexities of these issues and the varied evidence brought into argument on the 
topic. Therefore, we have set ourselves the aim in this research to focus on how evidence 
is used and not continue a discussion of conflicting sources and views of evidence. For 
context, then, this paper will provide a brief overview of current research evidence on the 
impact and effectiveness of selective education, in terms of academic achievement, social 
cohesion and individual well-being.

Despite our campaigning background, we recognise evidence for the potential benefits of 
selective secondary school selection, for example, slightly improved GCSE results for bor-
derline 11-plus pass/fail pupils (Coe et al., 2008; Danechi, 2020; Lu, 2020a, 2020b; POST, 
2016). It is worth noting that the report by Coe et al. (2008) was for the Sutton Trust—one 
of the DfE’s ‘approved’ sources of evidence—who cast doubt on what has been termed 
the ‘grammar school’ effect. However, the evidence for either neutral or damaging out-
comes represents the vast majority of the research literature (Buscha et al., 2021; Gorard & 
Siddiqui, 2018; Long et al., 2018). These include evidence that the academic segregation of 
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children: maintains existing inequalities, leading to schools that do not represent their local 
communities and have a negative impact on children's well-being (Phillippo, 2019); does not 
increase social mobility in either relative or absolute terms (Buscha et al., 2021); increases 
the attainment gaps between socio-economic groups for long-term disadvantaged children 
(Gorard et al., 2021); has little impact on academic attainment for most pupils (Lu, 2020a, 
2020b); and that selective schools receive a disproportionately large income (Rowe & Perry, 
2021). Thus, the conclusion to be inferred from research evidence is that academic selection 
has at best a null effect, although it is most likely negative and damaging, and cannot be sup-
ported by evidence-based policy. Indeed, parliamentary briefings and research summaries 
(Danechi, 2020; Long et al., 2018; POST, 2016) have consistently presented the empirical 
evidence to MPs showing that selective education has little, if any positive impact.

As this paper will ultimately expose, what is noticeable is the lack of engagement with such 
evidence in the development of the SSEF policy. Antecedent to that specific policy are the 
manifestos of the Conservative and Labour parties and their statements on selective education. 
While it would be inaccurate to suggest that all members of each of the two main political par-
ties in England adhere to partisan views on selective education, the Conservative and Labour 
Party manifestos released during the period of our research offer insight into their views on 
secondary school organisation. If it can be assumed that manifesto writing—the setting out 
of policy intentions—has been based on discussions involving evidence, the manifesto com-
mitments may then provide an initial indication on how evidence has been interpreted. We are 
aware, and not wishing to make a pun, that our evidence base for this assumption is weak in-
somuch that we can provide no causal link between evidence and policy beyond Nick Gibb the 
Conservative Party School Standards Minister's observance of E. D. Hirsch's claims of the ben-
efit of a traditional knowledge-rich curriculum (Gibb, 2017). While not providing direct support 
for selective education and grammar schools, the link to traditional knowledge rich curriculum 
is often regarded as synonymous with grammar school education.

The Conservative Party manifesto, within its section on education titled ‘The World's Great 
Meritocracy’ (Conservative Party (Great Britain) and May, 2017), provides some indication of 
their stance on selective education plus some insight on how this may be more inspired by 
moral discourse than informed by evidence. In it, the Conservative Party promises to deliver:

More good school places, ending the ban on selective schools and asking uni-
versities and independent schools to help run state schools. (p. 48, authors’ 
emphasis)

And to succeed they must:

… redouble our efforts to ensure that everyone, no matter who they are or where 
they are from, can have a world-class education. (p. 49)

They further propose to achieve ‘more good school places’ by lifting:
… the ban on the establishment of selective schools, subject to conditions, such as allow-

ing pupils to join at other ages as well as eleven. Contrary to what some people allege, offi-
cial research shows that slightly more children from ordinary, working class families attend 
selective schools as a percentage of the school intake compared to nonselective schools. 
(p. 50)

In the argumentative analysis of parliamentary debate later in this article, we shall high-
light how these ideas of ‘meritocracy’ and ‘world-class’ continue to influence policy making 
in the context of grammar schools. Additionally, even in the early stages of this article, seek-
ing to explore how evidence is perceived and applied, it is apposite to highlight the dubious 
use of the phrase:
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… official research shows that slightly more children from ordinary, working 
class families attend selective schools as a percentage of the school intake 
compared to nonselective schools.

The assertion that slightly more ‘ordinary and working-class families’ has been shown by 
research is one that has been widely contended by academics (Burgess et al., 2018), indepen-
dent education policy researchers and analysts (Allen, 2017) and activists (Coombs, 2017). 
Each question the nature of the evidence used to support the government's claim, ranging from 
simply a lack of understanding of the evidence to suggestions that the statement is a deliberate 
deception. It is also noted that ‘evidence’ is referred to explicitly in the context of funding free 
school meals:

We do not believe that giving school lunches to all children free of charge for the 
first three years of primary school—regardless of the income of their parents—is 
a sensible use of public money. There is now good evidence that school break-
fasts are at least as effective in helping children to make progress in school. (p. 
51)

The source of evidence is not offered but we do acknowledge that this would not be ex-
pected within a party manifesto.

Within the Labour Party manifesto, ‘For the Many Not the Few’ (Labour Party, 2017), the 
section on education—‘Towards a National Education Service’—is equally vague in relation 
to sources of empirical evidence.

The manifesto notes that:

When it [education] fails, it isn’t just the individual that is held back, but all of us. 
When we invest in people to develop their skills and capabilities, we all benefit 
from a stronger economy and society. (p. 34)

This represents a politically predictable shift from the Conservative Party's focus on indi-
vidual attainment to the Labour Party's concept of education as a greater societal advantage. 
There is a clear commitment to:

not waste money on inefficient free schools and the Conservatives’ grammar 
schools vanity project. Labour does not want a return to secondary moderns. 
(p. 37)

This suggests that there is some knowledge of the ineffectiveness of the selection process, 
and importantly that there is a requirement to engage with evidence when making policy claims. 
A more direct claim is made against evidence in context to early years provision:

There is also extensive evidence that early years education has a major impact 
on child development, and that time in a formal education setting for young chil-
dren can improve performance at GCSE and beyond. (p. 35)

Although the evidence is said to be ‘extensive’, no indication is provided but, as noted before, 
this would not be expected in a political manifesto.

Our assertion is that evidence-based policy makers should be cognisant of and use the 
evidence available to warrant their decisions. The paper now moves on to introduce our in-
vestigation of how evidence is encountered and used in Parliamentary debates and hence, 
policy-making decisions.
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Rationale

Our research on secondary school selection and the 11-plus has emerged from a conflu-
ence between the authors’ campaigning background and a response to Stevens’ (2019) 
research on drug policy describing how policy decisions are influenced more by moral side-
steps than research evidence. Our contention was that perhaps a similar, evasive, moral 
strategy has made the deployment of evidence ineffective in the debate around grammar 
schools and selective education.

We would argue that although this research only seems to address, perhaps, the idea of 
selection and 11-plus testing, what it addresses is the way the UK Parliament is observed, 
in this instance, to craft educational policy around this single topic, providing a suitably small 
case within which to begin to explore what might be a much larger phenomenon. Echoing as 
it does similar processes observed by Stevens, and so might begin to question if the failure 
to effectively use evidence is a flaw in our democracy and its processes. What a represen-
tative democracy might expect is some engagement with the evidence at hand, the findings 
that evidence presents and rationally warranted conclusions that the politicians codify into 
law and policy. This would show a demonstration that they have made use of the best evi-
dence available and not just bluster and a clamour for populist votes. Equally, if evidence is 
to be rejected, then the valued assumptions directing this decision would be exposed.

Guided by Stevens’ application of critical realism we also sought to identify what dis-
courses may or may not be deployed when evidence is encountered and what the outcome 
might be. As campaigners and researchers, we asked ourselves: if Stevens identified moral 
claims and not evidential refutation as being the basis for policy decisions, then, we ex-
pected something similar would also be observed in education policy decision making. Our 
approach was initially, therefore, largely deductive, setting out as we did to explore the dis-
courses implemented during parliamentary debates.

We developed our research approach with the aim to explore how evidence is encoun-
tered and used by education policy makers. Our approach will be presented in five sections 
that follow the sequence in which our research proceeded. The first section provides de-
scriptive statistics on the themes we identified through using NVivo software to analyse the 
debates recorded in Hansard that subsequently exposed the dominance of a discourse of 
‘goodness’ in relation to selective secondary schools. The second section uses direct quota-
tions to provide a qualitative insight into how the discourse of ‘goodness’ is used anecdotally 
to legitimise policy decision based on secondary school selection. Next, we provide a play-
ful carnivalesque (Aydarova, 2020) analysis that, although fanciful and encourages the re-
searcher to be the ‘joker’, exposes the absurdity and indeed morally questionable nature of 
rejecting research evidence that has led to a dominant hegemonic discourse of ‘goodness’. 
The fourth section returns to a more detailed qualitative analysis of how this dominant dis-
course of ‘goodness’ is used within a particular parliamentary debate. Finally, we provided 
a detailed argumentative analysis (Stevens, 2019 citing Thompson, 1990) used during this 
debate, which highlights encounters with research evidence and importantly shows how ev-
idence on the impact of secondary school selection can be ignored, although evidence that 
selective education has little impact on social mobility is accepted.

Method 1: Descriptive statistics

Our primary data was the full text of debates in the Houses of Parliament as collected on 
the Hansard database. As the SSEF was announced in May 2018 with the first funds made 
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available in January 2019, we determined that a date range of 5 years (2015–2019; Appendix 
8) was appropriate and examined every debate within this period which focused on grammar 
schools (n = 11). We further reviewed every mention of ‘grammar’ in parliamentary debate 
during this period (n = 995) to discover other instances of debate around grammar schools. 
Using NVivo software, we examined the content of the 11 parliamentary debates, identify-
ing, separating and carrying out a thematic analysis of each of these debates. The ‘They 
Work For You’ (https://www.theyw​orkfo​ryou.com/) search engine was used to identify extra 
debates to capture all mentions of grammar schools; these were analysed for responses 
to evidence and to identify potentially discursive associations between key terms. As a bi-
cameral Parliament, this analysis included the House of Commons, the House of Lords and 
committee debates.

We analysed these themes with descriptive statistics without any attempt to establish 
causal or other relational links between, say, the number of thematic references and debate 
outcomes. Instead, we sought within the data some understanding of quantity and propor-
tion. Our aim was to observe what themes receive emphasis simply by being spoken in de-
bate, and then try to show how these quantities and proportions might provide a warranted 
justification for the qualitative interpretation of how evidence is used. We accept that such a 
technique is limited, of course, in what it might discover. Things not said cannot be counted; 
reading between the lines might be necessary and, yet, necessarily flawed. The interpre-
tations provided are only ‘possibilities’ and offer an invitation to all concerned parties to 
explore possible other interpretations. The themes identified were narrowed to the 25 most 
frequently occurring in parliamentary debate around grammar schools and selection. They 
were also examined for frequency of use along party lines and additionally special attention 
was paid to the use of anecdotal evidence.

Findings 1: Descriptive statistics

The themes we identified are presented in relation to the House of Commons, the House of 
Lords, all parliamentary debates and finally a brief discussion of how the themes are repre-
sented with the two main political parties (Labour and Conservative). We do acknowledge 
the role and input of other parties in these debates (including Liberal Democrat, Scottish 
National and Green Parties) but the government and main opposition can be shown to 
control parliamentary debate. These contributions are not discounted but numerically offer 
little; also the argumentation section will later include robust contributions from a member 
of the Scottish National Party. What emerges very early on from the analysis of the descrip-
tive statistics, is how entrenched and dominant the discourse of ‘goodness’ is alongside any 
mention of grammar schools. The top five themes to emerge for each are shown in Table 1 
(full data can be seen in Appendix 1–4).

Unlike themes of ‘selection’, ‘evidence’, ‘disadvantaged and social privilege’ and themes 
linked to funding and social mobility, the clear linking of grammar schools with ‘good schools’ 
not only countered our expectations, but from a critical realist perspective, motivated us to 
explore in more nuanced detail what understandings of ‘goodness’ were being promoted 
and why. The disparity between the number of references in the Commons (117) compared 
to the Lords (47) provided a suggestion that the ‘good school’ discourse had political lean-
ings, the House of Lords being a more, although not entirely, apolitical debating chamber. 
The identification of ‘good schools’ as a significant dominant theme in relation to grammar 
schools resulting from the use of NVivo in our analysis across both houses is one that could 
not have been predicted. The surprising magnitude of the ‘goodness’ discourse in relation to 
grammar schools will be explored in a carnivalesque playing with data later, exposing how 
many other types of ‘good’ school are not referred to in the same terms.

https://www.theyworkforyou.com/
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Of the 164 references to ‘good schools’, 125 were linked to members of the Conservative 
Party compared to just 30 for the Labour Party. Other party-political disparities also 
emerged, including the mainly Conservative themes of ‘social mobility’, ‘parental choice’ 
and ‘underfunded’. Labour Party majority themes included ‘teaching’, ‘socially diverse’ and 
‘early years’. It is not unreasonable to link these differences to traditional party positioning, 
particularly from the Conservative perspective, as this research was carried out in response 
to a Conservative government's SSEF that sought to provide extra funding for grammar 
schools under the auspices of enhancing social mobility.

At this stage of analysis, the descriptive statistics suggest the existence of a dominant con-
servative discourse that grammar schools are good schools and that if these were provided 
with the funds to expand, they would enhance social mobility. Such a position defies the em-
pirical evidence presented in the literature review, and of course the evidence provided in the 
parliamentary debates. The next section therefore sought to identify the causal mechanism 
that leads to policy decisions rejecting, or avoiding, the overwhelming evidence that would 
mitigate against their intended actions. Our focus now orientates to anecdotes used in the 
debates, as empirical evidence does not support more widespread academic selection.

Method 2: Anecdote and the legitimisation of ‘goodness’ in 
parliamentary debates

Anecdote intruded repeatedly into the debate, despite its failure to live up to the defini-
tion of evidence as prescribed for policy making (DfE, 2017) and its potential to be un-
ethical (Gorard et al., 2017). Consequently, we searched and attempted to quantify uses 

TA B L E  1   Top five themes

Theme
Number of 
references

House of Commons

Good schools 117

Evidence 103

Disadvantaged and social privilegea 91

Selection 85

Underfunded 71

House of Lords

Selection 110

Evidence 57

Good schools 47

Anecdote 39

Social mobility 30

Parliament (House of Commons + House of Lords)

Selection 195

Good schools 164

Evidence 160

Disadvantaged and social privilege 91

Underfunded 71
aThe two terms ‘disadvantaged’ and ‘social privilege’, were retained as a single theme after being observed to arise in tandem 
in the debates, as though the two were inseparable.
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of anecdotal evidence. This use of anecdote seems worth highlighting in order to address 
our broader question of how evidence is being used in policy making—and ask rhetorically 
whether this is the best evidence for policy makers to deploy with this sort of frequency. 
A further advantage this exploration brings is to demonstrate that our data gathering at-
tempted to avoid being partisan, as all parties are implicated in this debating technique.

Findings 2: Anecdote and the legitimisation of ‘goodness’ in 
parliamentary debates

Although not featuring as a top five theme across both houses, ‘anecdote’ is worthy of our 
attention and may begin to go some way to unpacking the causal mechanisms supporting 
the dominance of the ‘good schools’ debate. ‘Anecdote’ is the sixth most referenced theme 
(67 times) and interestingly is evenly distributed between Labour (26) and Conservative 
members (28), being used almost exclusively in the context of providing or objecting to an-
ecdotes being used in parliamentary debates. A contextual analysis of the debates where 
‘anecdote’ is used shows that almost half of the anecdotes (31 out of 67) are in relation to 
grammar schools, as opposed to faith (2), secondary modern (3), or comprehensive schools 
(9)—the details can be seen in Appendix 5. Just as the ‘good schools’ discourse can be seen 
to follow party political alliances, so too can the use and content of anecdote. Conservative 
members were shown to use anecdote in relation to grammar schools more than twice as 
often as Labour affiliates (18 compared to 8). This analysis also exposes the ‘forgotten’ 
nature of other aspects of the selective debate for even though comprehensive schools get 
little mention in comparison to grammar schools, they are mentioned four times more than 
the spectre of ‘non-selective’ schooling.

These disparities do not only exist quantitatively but additionally our contextual analy-
sis of the debates exposes how deployment of anecdotal ‘evidence’ provides opportunities 
to develop a dominant discourse of ‘goodness’. The dominance of the ‘grammar schools 
are good schools’ position can be witnessed throughout the period our research focused 
on. In an early debate on grammar school funding, Gareth Johnson MP (2015) (Dartford, 
Conservative) stated:

I want to establish a thread to run through the debate—that grammar schools 
are simply good schools and that we need good schools to flourish.

Later on, this sentiment was reinforced through the Selection School Expansion Fund and 
the Secretary of State for Education Nicky Morgan MP (2015) explained:

The basic principle is that we want every good school in this country to be able 
to expand, and that must include grammar schools. 

(School Expansion, 19 October 2015)

Finally, towards the end of the period on which our research focused, Conservative peer 
Lord Agnew of Oulton (2018) as Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for the School System, 
noted that:

It is much more efficient for us to create good places in existing good schools. 
That is the logic that underpins it.

The irony is of course that the manifesto pledge and resultant policy only provide 
additional funding for grammar schools, not all good schools. In the next carnivalesque 



       |  17 of 38RESPONDING TO RESEARCH EVIDENCE IN PARLIAMENT

section we shall explore the financial implications of Nicky Morgan and Lord Agnew of 
Oulton's pledge.

If at this stage our analysis simply reflected the findings of Stevens’ moral sidestep but 
from an educational context, we would concede that although interesting, our research of-
fers little new insight. But our analysis did not entirely reveal what we had initially anticipated, 
and it is this unexpected finding that led us to further interrogate the data and begin to artic-
ulate an alternative and novel hypothesis.

Method 3: The carnivalesque: being playful with descriptive statistics

Taking note of Aydarova’s (2020) research on the Russian Federation government's plan to 
reform teacher education, which positioned the researcher as a Bakhtinian carnivalesque 
joker whose role was to:

… disrupt ‘the official truths’ and to challenge the narrative reformers curated for 
public consumption. Getting to the unofficial truths required not being seduced 
by ‘saturated themes’ of repeated narratives, but pursuing cracks in reformers’ 
stories, tracing contradictions in accounts they presented in different spaces, 
and juxtaposing interview data with data collected from other sources and sites. 
(p. 7)

We also stepped into the carnival, holding understandings of evidence lightly, deploying crit-
ical scepticism, to ask whether the conclusions attained (in the form of policy) arise from any 
rigorous engagement with the evidence, while also providing a way of exposing the warrant nec-
essary to good research. Drawing support from Allen (2000), who also uses Bakhtin's notion of 
the carnivalesque, in particular the role it can play in liberating voices from authorial control, we 
contend that it is important for researchers and policy makers to be open to alternate discourses 
and subject position, to expose and confront dominant and resistant discourse. Perhaps the 
conclusions drawn by Parliament—that the funding of grammars is necessary because as ‘good 
schools’ they are worthy of increased funding to support social mobility—might not be true, and 
‘playfully’ what it might mean if other ‘good schools’ were to be equally well rewarded.

School Ofsted ratings sit outside of the peer-reviewed process required for empirical re-
search and yet, we will show, can be seen to be a more influential source of evidence. Hence 
our use of Ofsted's own terminology (for example, Good and Outstanding) to demonstrate 
a difference which is apparent but overlooked; it is a kind of sleight of hand that confuses 
the evidence from empirical research and that from a non-ministerial department of the UK 
government. Therefore, we wish to make clear, by offering a distinction between ‘evidence’ 
that conforms to the government's own definition (Coldwell et al., 2017) and that of the 
wider academic community, distinguishing this from the ‘evidenced’ ratings that emerge 
from Ofsted inspections that are then used to compare schools. A brief return to our de-
scriptive statistics—with a touch of ‘playfulness’—will allow us to argue that a significant 
influence and legitimation of the ‘good school’ discourse, and its association with selective 
education, is a facet of the government's own corporate agency that grammar schools are 
good schools ‘as evidenced’ by Ofsted.

Findings 3: The carnivalesque: being playful with descriptive statistics

It is extraordinary that during the period of our research the 163 grammar schools attracted 
992 references; by comparison, the 3200 comprehensive schools were referred to only 
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109 times. (Reference would have been made to other types of school but our research 
focused on grammar and comprehensive schools; equally, this research approach could 
be carried out, for example, by comparing faith school and academies.) Despite being less 
than 5% of all secondary schools, grammar schools are named nine times more than their 
majority counterpart. Also, over the past 5 years, 37% of the time when grammar schools 
are mentioned, it occurs in conjunction with the word ‘good’ (374 times). Of the 163 gram-
mar schools 159 received Ofsted ratings of ‘good’ or above, therefore in parliamentary de-
bates the 159 good grammar schools received 374 mentions; so for every grammar school 
rated good or outstanding, the word ‘good’ was used in Parliament at a rate of 235%. For 
every comprehensive school rated good or outstanding (2850), the word ‘good’ was used in 
Parliament 49 times, representing a rate of 1.7%. To represent the number of comprehen-
sive schools rated good or outstanding in the same proportion that grammar schools are re-
ferred to (235%, not 1.7%), the 2850 good comprehensive schools would need to be referred 
to in conjunction with ‘good’ in parliamentary debates 6698 times over those 5 years, not 49.

To continue with the carnival spirit—for its leanings to the comedic do highlight the ab-
surdity of the positions inhabited by policy makers—we make some uncomplicated assump-
tions in relation to the distribution of funds. The context of our research focused on the 
parliamentary discussions in relation to the £50 million SSEF that, as we have seen above, 
sits with a dominant discourse that ‘grammar schools are good schools’. If we apply the logic 
of rewarding and allowing ‘good’ schools to expand, then the implications within our ‘carni-
val of funding’ would lead to English schools receiving an extra £8 billion. We accept this is 
fantasy, as no account has been made for factors such as pupil numbers, additional edu-
cation need or local factors like increased pupil numbers linked to housing developments, 
but although playful our point is a logical one that ironically exposes the illogical and hence 
unwarranted thinking of policy makers. How do we get to a spending of an extra £8 billion?

We first assume that if divided equally between each of the 159 ‘good grammars’ (this 
includes Ofsted rankings of Good and Outstanding—Full Fact, 2016) the £50 million SSEF 
would provide £314,465 extra funding per school. If the logic of allowing good schools to 
expand, simply in relation to Ofsted rankings—after all, this is the government evidenced 
standard—were applied to all good schools, then this would correspond to:

•	 The 2850  good and outstanding comprehensive schools it could be expected that 
£896,226,415 (2850 × £314,465) would be budgeted for their expansion.

•	 91% of the 20,925 primary schools (19,041  schools) are rated good and outstanding. 
Therefore, they would receive £6,580,188,679—over £6 billion.

•	 And the 2915 good and outstanding nurseries would receive £916,665,475.

Therefore, the total expansion budget for all good schools would be £8,393,080,569.
The findings so far do seem to point towards a clear hegemonic discourse positioning 

grammar/selective school as good. During the Education and Social Mobility debate, Carol 
Monaghan, MP (2016) (Scottish National Party) also noticed the continual reference to how 
good grammar schools were and without using the figures as we have above, came to a 
similar conclusion, stating:

Listening to her speaking in such glowing terms about grammar schools, I won-
dered why we do not just make every school a grammar. That would solve the 
problem.

Although the genesis of this research has been inspired by the idea of a moral sidestep, our 
testing of this idea has not discovered a simple evasive moral sidestep that rejects evidence 
on the basis of citing moral concerns. Distinctively, what has begun to emerge, and will be 
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discussed further in the ‘Findings’, is a discourse that is constructive as it actively and per-
sistently distorts the meaning of ‘good’—it is a sidestep into a world of fantasised goodness, 
while also away from an often-unspoken world of ‘badness’. This distorted discourse is further 
revealed by the carnivalesque ‘thought experiment’ of applying the proportionate judgements 
of ‘good’ to the policy making of funds allocation.

We accept that this too draws our research into the world of make believe but what we 
argue it does do, is to highlight the failure of policy makers to provide a warranted judgement 
for their decisions. Equally, we argue that pursuing the idea of a constructive sidestep is a 
methodological strength, showing we were open to be surprised by our own findings. Our 
early expectation was that we could potentially uncover an evasive moral sidestep, leading 
to rejection. Rather what emerges are multiple voices that construct a discourse of moral 
goodness.

There is also something about this discourse that hides from awareness the possibility of 
other types of good school that could equally be worthy of additional funding. In the final sec-
tion we shall provide a close quantitative and qualitative analysis of the argument structure 
during parliamentary debates where grammar schools are the focus. Significantly, this will 
show how elected members respond to evidence, particularly whether evidence is accepted 
or rejected.

Method 4: Detailed qualitative analysis of a single debate

Finally, we selected the House of Commons debate on Education and Social Mobility (HoC, 
2016) as worthy of further examination because this debate focuses on the question of 
social mobility and whether grammar schools do, as claimed, advance it. This claim was 
roundly discredited and dropped, so we argue that this debate might shed light on the role 
evidence played in dissolving this false claim. This final argumentative analysis (Stevens, 
2019, citing Thompson, 1990) reconstructs politicians’ arguments to identify the reasons 
they gave for their actions, or the ways they block or ignore evidence.

Findings 4: Detailed qualitative analysis of a single debate

The research evidence presented earlier provides a very clear case against academic sec-
ondary school selection, and yet this is routinely ignored by elected members from all sides 
of the house and frequently replaced by anecdote. Although we would accept that interpret-
ing research evidence is not necessarily straightforward, there are examples of diametrically 
opposite understandings; for example, Philip (2017) (Croydon South, Conservative) claimed 
in the Budget Resolutions debate:

I know from my experience in a south London grammar school that such schools 
help children from ordinary backgrounds to fulfil their potential. All the studies 
show that children from ordinary backgrounds who go to grammar schools do a 
great deal better than those who go to other schools.

Philip’s contention that ‘All the studies show...’ defies this evidence base, and there is no 
mention of any of the studies that do show such success. It contrasts with Lord Cashman (2016) 
(Labour), who in a Lords debate on grammar schools noted that:

Again, the evidence shows that access to grammar schools, both historically and 
more recently, favours more affluent children, even when comparing similarly 
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high-attaining 11 year-olds. Taking both these pieces of evidence together, it 
suggests, or rather confirms, that grammar school systems exacerbate existing 
inequalities across generations.

Such differences within five months of each other—it is not as though Philip was drawing 
on a whole new tranche of research—highlights the fundamental problem of how research 
evidence may or may not be used in policy making. In the same Lords debate, we can also see 
the influence of moral positioning, when Lord Framlingham (Conservative) offers his support to 
the ‘brave’ grammar schools that have survived repeated attempts to be converted into com-
prehensive schools and that have since ‘thrived and have been vindicated’.

The valid interpretation and use of evidence in parliamentary debates thus appears to be 
of dubious quality, adhering to party stances even to the stultification of meaningful debate. 
This renders it no less interesting from a research perspective. In an attempt to see beyond 
party politics and to analyse more closely what happens when evidence is encountered, we 
chose to analyse the House of Commons debate on Education and Social Mobility (HoC, 
2016). This single debate is worthy of further examination because of its focus on the ques-
tion of social mobility and whether grammar schools do, as claimed, advance it. This claim 
was roundly discredited and dropped, so this debate might shed light on the role evidence 
played in dissolving this false claim.

The Education and Social Mobility debate contained 73 references to grammar schools, 
in which there were 19 exchanges with non-anecdotal evidence; six of which engaged with 
evidence and six which did not. On four occasions the evidence was met with an attack on 
the other party, while another five responses were examples of what Stevens (2019) referred 
to as a ‘moral sidestep’. The detailed argumentation analysis below takes advantage of the 
word limit allowed in this publication and therefore a deliberately lengthy section of dialogue 
from the debate is presented. Clearly it is not possible to provide the whole dialogue but the 
integrity of the sequence of the debate has been maintained to provide coherent examples 
of how evidence is used, avoided or sidestepped.

Early in the debate, Justine Greening MP (2016a) (Conservative), the Secretary of State 
for Education, uses evidence:

Social Mobility Commission’s report tells us, just 5% of children on free school 
meals gain five good GCSEs; they are 29% less likely to take two or more of the 
facilitating A-levels that will help to keep their options open; and they are 34% 
more likely to drop out of post-16 education altogether. It is therefore no surprise 
that they are 19% less likely to go to university, and 47% less likely to attend a 
top Russell Group institution.

Siobhain McDonagh MP (2016) (Labour): responds with evidence:

Given the excellent case the Secretary of State is laying out, how can those sta-
tistics be changed by grammar schools when currently only 3% of kids on free 
school meals go to grammar schools?

Justine Greening MP (2016b): responds with beliefs and values:

I will come on to that point, but as we already have grammar schools, it is quite 
right for us as a Government to set out the case for how we make sure that they 
play their full role in driving social mobility.
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I have set out a number of facts about the prospects of too many young people 
from disadvantaged backgrounds in our country. None of these facts should be 
acceptable to us. They certainly are not acceptable to me or this Government. I 
believe that social mobility matters …

Jack Dromey MP (2016) (Labour) then replies with evidence:

How can the Government claim to be the party of social mobility when 800 chil-
dren’s centres have closed and 29 nursery schools have closed in the past year 
alone? That is letting down a whole generation of two, three and four-year-old 
kids, because if they fall behind at that age, they will never catch up.

Justine Greening MP (2016c) responds with belief and values and the moral imperative ‘we 
have to …!’.

Of course early years education matters. We are investing in not only improved 
but more childcare for parents around the country—for working  parents, in 
particular—because we think that having a strong start is absolutely vital. As 
I was saying, this is about improving not just the prospects of individuals and 
communities, but the prospects of our country and its economy, and we have to 
build our country’s economy by building our people.

After a few replies, of which none address Greening's earlier assertion, Lucy Powell MP 
(2016) (Labour) replies, questioning how evidence is being used.

The Secretary of State is citing much of the evidence from last week’s Social 
Mobility Commission report about the challenge our country faces. Why will 
she not adopt in full the recommendations of that report on how to tackle those 
inequalities, rather than cherry-picking the little bits that she wants to bring to 
the House?

Justine Greening MP (2016d) does not address evidence or its use, but instead falls back to 
the position of the party politics, propping up the government's ‘programme’ on the one hand 
and attacking how the opposition spends ‘their entire time’. We would note this interchange as 
an example of Powell, in fact, seeking a warrant to Greening's claims, deploying scepticism. But 
there is no space for scepticism in Greening's response, only political intransigence.

The report, quite rightly, set out that we need a much longer-term programme of 
social reform. Alan Milburn talked about a 10-year programme. It also pointed 
to our focus on improving attainment in schools. The bottom line is that we will 
not make significant progress on social mobility until we focus on the areas of 
common ground, rather than the Opposition spending their entire time focusing 
on areas where they do not agree.

Wes Streeting  MP (2016) (Labour) requests evidence specifically relating to grammar 
schools:

To help build a consensus around our education policy, perhaps the Secretary of 
State could give us one piece of evidence that suggests that grammar schools 
would improve educational outcomes and social mobility for the most 
disadvantaged.
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The reply of Justine Greening MP (2016e) begins, ‘We know that…’ which offers no evidence 
but instead introduces the discourse that good things happen at grammar schools:

We know that the education gap between children on free school meals who go 
to grammars and their better-off counterparts is closed during the course of their 
education. We know that disadvantaged children who go to grammars have a 
better chance of getting into university, including Russell Group universities, and 
that is because their attainment improves.

Her statement continues and has at its core this idea of ‘good schools’. Note that here, the 
idea is expressed in the Ofsted ‘evidenced’ categories of ‘good or outstanding’:

Thanks to the hard work of teachers all over the country, 1.4 million more chil-
dren are being taught in schools that are good or outstanding than in 2010. That 
means that 1.4 million more children are getting access to an education that will 
allow them to make the most of their talents.

Again, she continues, this time with a distraction which relies on mentioning funding initia-
tives in Early Years provision and Initial Teacher Training.

Of course, this starts with early years education. Children must arrive at school 
ready and able to learn if they are to take full advantage of the education on 
offer, which is why we are introducing 30 hours of free childcare for the working 
parents of three and four-year-olds. It is also why we are looking at how we can 
improve the quality of the early years workforce even further. Teachers are cru-
cial in improving attainment outcomes for our young people, which is why we are 
reforming initial teacher training.

Suella Fernandes MP (2016) (Conservative) replies to Greening with reference to evidence 
from a Think Tank:

What does my Right Honourable friend think about the independent study by 
ResPublica, commissioned by Knowsley Council, which concluded that in the 
second most deprived borough in the country, a grammar school would provide 
a much-needed incentive and raise the standards of education?

This is in turn answered by Justine Greening MP (2016f) with a mention of evidence, but she 
quickly turns to ‘ideology’. Unlike in Stevens’ (2019) work, where the ‘moral sidestep’ implicates 
the behaviour of the drug addict as suitable evasion of government responsibility to deal with 
the evidence which could help drug users, here the moral discourse sets up a bifurcation of 
‘good schools’—grammars—and those who support them, and the ideologues and time wast-
ers who propose evidence which questions such support.

I have seen that report. It shows that when people look at the evidence and are 
prepared to step away from political ideology, they see the reality that grammars 
can have a transformational impact in some of the most deprived communities 
in which we want to see the biggest changes.

This is followed by a series of replies that follow the pattern below:

•	 Labour opposition: Attack Conservatives
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•	 Conservative government: Attack Labour
•	 Grammar school social mobility anecdotes.

Justine Greening MP (2016g) then tries to make progress and enters into a prolonged 
speech which leads to an increasing discourse of ‘goodness’.

We have to recognise that one of the biggest challenges faced by the education 
system is the growing need for more good school places. Despite the progress 
that we have made, too many children still do not have a place at a good school. 
There are 1.2 million children in schools that Ofsted says are not good enough. 
That was why we published the ‘Schools that work for everyone’ consultation, 
which asks important open questions about how we can use the educational 
expertise that exists in our country’s independent schools, faith schools, univer-
sities and selective schools. We cannot afford to leave a single stone unturned 
as we drive up opportunity. (Authors’ emphasis)

Andy Burnham MP (2016) asks for confirmation of grammar school expansion in the 
Conservative Party manifesto.

The Secretary of State rightly spoke about building a consensus across the 
House on education policy, but I put it to her that that will be more likely to hap-
pen if the Government stick to their mandate on education. Will she read out the 
precise section of the Conservative party manifesto from the last election that 
gives her a mandate to lift the bar on the creation of new grammar schools?

Justine Greening MP (2016h) then attacks the opposition.

We talked about excellent school places and expanding the very best schools 
in our country, including grammar schools. I just do not think it is viable for the 
Labour party to say that it does not like the grammars that we have, but to be 
equivocal about whether it is still its policy to shut those grammars. I will give 
way to the hon. Member for Ashton-under-Lyne (Angela Rayner) if she wants to 
confirm the position. There is a gaping hole in the official Opposition’s policy on 
grammars. I do not think that it is tenable in a country that has grammars and 
selection for the Opposition to say they do not like that situation, but that they do 
not want us to take any steps whatever to see how we can deliver more strongly 
on social mobility through the schools already in place.

The response continues until an interesting intervention which highlights the problems about 
using evidence. Greening quotes an accurate figure of ‘around 25%’ of places being reserved 
for disadvantaged pupils, laudable though this is, it might look less so when some Birmingham 
non-selective schools can have as high as 73% pupil premium (Ofsted, 2014). An anecdote 
is then provided by Greening MP (2016i) as a moral attack the opposition's perceived weak 
stance on aspiration, the anecdote simply suggests a plan to go to Oxford.

Last week I was at Handsworth Grammar School, where around 25% of pupils 
are eligible for the deprivation element of the pupil premium. Those young peo-
ple talked to me about how much they value the education they are getting. One 
student, who is planning to go to Oxford—[Interruption.] I am not sure precisely 
what that young man would say about the chattering from Opposition Members, 
but I think he would be extremely dismayed to hear the school that is giving him 
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a transformational opportunity being talked down. His family had arrived in this 
country just two generations before. His grandparents arrived with nothing but 
the clothes on their backs. Within two generations of that, he is hoping to be 
able to go to Oxford. He talked to me about what the chance to go to a gram-
mar school has meant for him, his family and his future prospects. It is levelling 
up, and that is what we want to do.

The anecdote, and those presented below, bring to mind Gorard et al.’s (2017) ‘sieve of trust-
worthiness’ for descriptive research; they note that:

… anecdotal, third hand, observational, and commercially or politically motivated 
kinds of evidence may appear useful, and could be occasionally effective. They 
are more often confused, poorly understood, distorted, unbalanced and unwar-
ranted. Perhaps most importantly, these kinds of evidence are at least as likely 
to cause harm as they are to do any good, and mostly they will just waste effort, 
time and money that could have been used to make the lives of each cohort of 
participants in education better. This sounds and indeed is unethical. (pp. 3-4)

Yet, anecdote is regularly used in debates, ironically, often in relation to evidence-based 
practice. Further anecdotes are provided on how grammar schools provide opportunities for 
disadvantaged pupils. Justine Greening MP (2016j) increasingly uses moral language as a 
moral sidestep which avoids evidence by deflecting to more moral language.

My honourable friend is right. It is simply untenable to say to parents who want 
more choice, and to children who otherwise would have a place in such schools, 
that they cannot have it. That is simply wrong. We should at least allow local 
communities to decide. It is not tenable to take the approach of simply saying to 
parents, ‘No, you can’t have them; we know better,’ or of saying to a child, ‘You 
got the grades to be able to go, but you are not allowed to because we have 
decided.’

Many members now leave the debate which was counted as ‘receiving no response—does 
not engage’ in our research. More speeches follow which respond more to the earlier presenta-
tion by Greening than they do to each other and seem to be more due to a procedural structure 
than anything else.

We do not claim that this particular parliamentary debate is the only one in our period 
of research where evidence was engaged with, rejected in favour of attacking the other 
party, or in which a moral sidestep was enacted. But it is the debate that provided the most 
sustained engagement. What also adds to the validity of this analysis is the regular close 
link between a call to reintroduce or expand grammar schools so that social mobility can 
be enhanced. In a sense it is axiomatic as it would be expected that any debate on selec-
tive education would have made reference to grammar schools and social mobility. The 
Conservative Party manifesto (2017) stated:

We want to make Britain the world’s Great Meritocracy: a country where every-
one has a fair chance to go as far as their talent and their hard work will allow, 
where advantage is based on merit not privilege. To succeed, we must redouble 
our efforts to ensure that everyone, no matter who they are or where they are 
from, can have a world-class education.
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Even though the phrase ‘social mobility’ is not explicitly used, the claim to become the 
‘world's Great Meritocracy’ and to ‘redouble our efforts to ensure that everyone, no matter who 
they are or where they are from, can have a world-class education’, can be argued to fit within 
the agenda that suggests that only certain ‘good schools’ lead to social mobility. In the mani-
festo this sentence is proceeded by one which asserts that the school you attend has led to ‘the 
greatest injustice in Britain today’. We would wish to point out that such statements themselves 
offer a sense of injustice and moral rhetoric; the research evidence shows that this injustice is 
perpetuated by selection instead of subverting it.

Within the detailed argumentative analysis, what our focus on this debate also offers 
is insight into what happens when the response to the evidence is used to appropri-
ately inform the debate. In this case the evidence suggests that selective education does 
not enhance social mobility. Following the publication of the committee report on social 
mobility (Appendix 6), the analysis of Hansard shows a steep reduction in argument to 
references of grammar schools as engines of social mobility (only 13 mentions between 
23  November 2016 and 9  March 2017). To clarify, the Education and Social Mobility 
debate is the one we parse; it was not the debate at which decisions were reached, but 
it was the one in which the most debate on the topic occurred, especially with specific 
reference to grammars. Appendix 6 shows that there was a burst of trying to legitimise 
grammars using social mobility (53 mentions between 7 September and 16 November 
2016  leading up the 22  November debate) as justification despite there being no evi-
dence for it, and that other evidence did manage to dispel this myth and its deployment. 
Evidence, however, has not failed to dispel the greater, more persistent, and ‘evidenced’ 
myth—that of the ‘good school’.

A similar heeding of evidence can also be seen in the relation between free school meals 
(FSM) and grammar schools, which also has links to the debate on social mobility. The 
proportion of FSM children is used as a standard measure for how well a school supports 
social mobility and there were early frequent and then repeated mentions of free school 
meals (Appendix 7). The frequency of this relationship, and therefore use in parliamentary 
debates, also tailed off during our research period because, again, the research evidence is 
clear—the proportion of FSM children attending grammar schools has not changed in any 
appreciable manner.

Summary

Our research has shown that during debates on policy a number of rhetorical tools are used, 
including anecdote, reliance on party platforms, ad hominem-style attacks on the opposing 
party and a simple lack of response to evidence when it is raised; equating to what Gorard 
et al. (2017) have identified as inferior forms of evidence. We were surprised to note that de-
spite this inferiority, and the government's own guidelines on suitable sources of evidence, 
these are often the preferred types. This can be seen in the debate on social mobility where 
democratically elected officials paid more attention to evidence provided in reports gener-
ated by Ofsted.

To these approaches to evidence, we would also add the idea of a moral sidestep, which 
is enacted in this case within a construct of grammar schools as ‘good’—and not just ‘good’ 
as determined by their Ofsted rating, but as a moral measure. What also surprised us was 
that, in looking for how evidence was used, we found just how embedded the moral dis-
course is, enmeshed in the ‘good schools’ as evidenced by Ofsted, and just how success-
fully it is deployed in maintaining government agendas in contravention of evidence. It is 
noticeable, though, how by attending to evidence generated ‘in-house’, even this powerful 
discourse could be and was overcome in toppling the myth of social mobility. It may be of 
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interest to others presenting evidence on educational matters to take note of this stronger-
than-discourse evidence and what might have made for its effectiveness.

DISCUSSION: HOW MPs USE EVIDENCE

The use of evidence and warranted judgements

The dominant discourse of ‘goodness’ that emerges from our findings will be discussed 
later, but at this stage of the discussion we wish to focus on the nature of evidence and 
how claims for justified warrants may or may not be legitimately drawn. What has been 
exposed is that in this case a discourse is constructed which poses as a warrant in its play-
ing with what Ofsted has ‘evidenced’ as a form of both ‘evidence’ and moral imperative. In 
this context grammar schools, and therefore selection, is perceived as ‘good’ on the basis 
that schools of this type nearly always receive Ofsted ratings of good or above. Meanwhile, 
the government's own call for ‘evidence-based’ practice is seen to be largely ignored by 
the deployment of a moral sidestep. Just as academic researchers are not to foreclose on 
limitations and alternative explanations in their own empirical research, so Parliament might 
be expected—given their claim of evidence-based policy making—not to foreclose on the 
very evidence they demand out of preference for a predetermined discursive end. In fact, if 
we return to their own requirements of evidence-based practice, the failure to achieve their 
own standards is apparent.

The ultimate test would be whether teachers could explain their choices and 
practice by referring to a robust evidence base and using logical argument and 
reasoning, rather than saying that they do it because Ofsted or the department 
has told them to. Within this, though, there must be appetite for innovation in 
order to further develop practice. Rather than this being unfettered develop-
ment, innovation must be ‘disciplined’ in that it would build on existing knowledge 
of what works and why. (Coldwell et al., 2017, pp. 9-10)

If this is the educational research standard required of teachers—to explain their practice 
by evidence, not by Ofsted—then might not the same ‘disciplined’ innovation be required when 
policy making? Yet the practice of parliamentary debate in our case study is explained not by 
reliance on evidence, but on a discursively ambiguous ‘good’ which Ofsted has ‘evidenced’ by 
their own measures.

It could be argued that having a predetermined character agenda is not entirely unde-
sirable. This might be compared, for example, with Biesta's (2007, 2010) moral judgment 
of what education is for. A number of factors might be at work here: First, there could be 
a disagreement over the way evidence is used because of a dispute with the particular 
fixed agenda itself, which the government in this case has chosen to advance and enforce 
through the Ofsted reporting agenda. If this is the case, it is not so much the method to 
which we should address our concerns, but to the morality and teleology of the ideological 
and economically driven metrics used as evidence. Second, what might be happening here 
is a dispute between what connects ‘evidence’ and ‘character’. If this is the case, what we 
are dealing with primarily is a kind of verbal dispute, an inability to find agreement between 
policy makers and the academic education community as to what constitutes evidence and, 
more specifically, evidence which is qualified to begin making moral claims.

When evidence is called for—as it is in making education policy—it is worth taking a 
look at how the requested evidence is used (or not). We would wish to make it clear that 
there are a variety of factors that go into policy making. Neither the simplistic following of 
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the party line, or direct insertion of research evidence into practice will deliver the most ef-
fective changes to practice. We are not asserting that evidence of any kind is the only way. 
If anything, the strongest ‘conclusion’ one might reasonably make from our arguments is 
that perhaps when an educational policy—such as gross funding of grammar schools on 
a (false) claim of their contribution to social mobility—does have a body of evidence which 
supports or contradicts policy aims, that evidence might be worth heeding in order to have 
an intelligently constructed education policy (and not one based solely on ‘what’s popular’).

The good school discourse: moral sidestep

Dominant throughout the parliamentary debates is the ‘evidenced by Ofsted’ claim that 
‘grammar schools are good schools’, distinct and separate from the ‘evidence’ which the UK 
government had called for in policy making. Their ‘goodness’ is evidenced within a closed 
system which measures school performance (of disputable veracity, such as when off-rolling 
occurs) then assigns an ambiguously moral qualification of ‘good’. Despite the popularity of 
Ofsted sourced ‘evidence’, its processes and outcomes do not stand up to the definitions 
of evidence as outlined by the government (DfE, 2017) for policy making; neither does it 
conform to the academic communities understanding of justified warrants. What sort of tau-
tological inversion occurs, then, when Ofsted (or, for that matter, the proponents of an edu-
cation by segregation) becomes ‘the source of good and its warrant’? Perhaps it becomes a 
sort of policy maker non serviam where the evidential sources are routinely rejected.

Our research has discovered that the dominant discourse of good schools has led to an 
evasive moral sidestep, but also the discursive fantasy world of the ‘good school’, where 
one particular type of school is disproportionally perceived and presented as good. Indeed, 
our intention was to look for a moral sidestep, and we found one—which might be criticised 
as mere confirmation bias were it not for the fact that we found something dissimilar to that 
in Stevens’ work. Whereas he found the dehumanisation of drug users by focusing on the 
illicit immorality of drug use, we instead found a discourse of ‘goodness’ embedded in the 
very measures of Ofsted, which renders grammar schools ‘evidenced’ by Ofsted but beyond 
the reach of academic evidence. Consequently, the good school moral sidestep hides from 
view the possibility that non-selective schools may also be good, despite the overwhelming 
evidence to this effect. This discourse employs the language and data of Ofsted combined 
with anecdote and manifesto-driven repetition to create a socially constructed object which 
is used to disproportionately divert educational funding to grammar schools.

In order to refute accusations that the good school terminology is used simply because it 
is an Ofsted rating and therefore not to be linked to the moral connotation of goodness, we 
would alert the reader that if the warranted judgements were about educational standards, 
the term ‘outstanding’ would be the defining terminology. In fact, more grammar schools 
are ‘outstanding’ than ‘good’ (133 compared to 26); it would be expected therefore that 
Parliamentarians pronounce grammar schools as ‘outstanding’. This, though, is not the 
case—‘good’ is the chosen adjective and ‘good’ has moral overtones. This is a moral side-
step, evidenced by Ofsted to ignore or refute uncomfortable empirical research evidence.

We would further suggest that the continued utilisation of ‘goodness’ is a kind of sleight of 
hand that confuses or distracts from different understandings of evidence and the warranted 
judgements that can be drawn from them. The ‘good schools’ discourse is an Ofsted-derived 
evidenced position, which makes it all the more deceptive; it is a moral sidestep cloaked in 
the language of evidence, despite the presentation of empirical evidence failing to dispel 
the greater, more persistent, and ‘evidenced’ myth—that of the ‘good school’. Evidence was 
responsible in dispelling the claim that selective education leads to greater social mobility; 
influential in this debate was the gathering and presentation of empirical evidence by a 
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parliamentary committee. It would appear that it is less easy to refute or sidestep certain 
evidence when it emerges from within Parliament.

The rejection of evidence by the government can be observed as they assert social mo-
bility against all evidence; finally, when they quietly cede the point of social mobility, they 
continue to reject the broader evidence—that selective schooling is socially divisive and 
destructive. The moral concern is primarily the ‘goodness’ of the schools (as opposed to 
the ‘badness’ of drug users in Stevens), but it is also implied that anyone who opposes such 
goodness (such as the opposition) is thereby inherently bad.

CONCLUSION

We wish to address the limitations of our research before moving on to the conclusions 
because we are acutely aware, having already outlined the requirements for warranted jus-
tifications, that the focus may appear somewhat parochial and of minor importance. For 
example, we were only able to do a detailed argumentative analysis on one debate (Social 
Mobility and Education). The smallness of our study, though limited in its generalisability, es-
tablishes an opportunity to begin a conversation that makes up for its lack of generalisability 
in scepticism and playful warranting of other possible outcomes as a means to invite further 
exploration. With more resources, we might consider these as opportunities for further re-
search, to look this closely at every debate on grammars, or, more broadly, every debate 
which has been at a critical turning point in education policy making. Also, as indicated ear-
lier, such increases in number and scale might begin to establish greater reliability for the 
tentative assertion we make in this small initial study, because the implications our findings 
have on the effectiveness of a representative democracy are wide ranging. Other opportuni-
ties for further research include, as suggested in our summative consideration of Stevens 
(2019) above, the possibility of exploring whether dehumanisation and stripping of agency 
might be occurring in the selective education policy-making context of our research, as it did 
in the drug policy-making context of his.

In the present research, the context of selection and 11-plus testing has provided a case 
study to explore a wider phenomenon: the way in which the UK Parliament is observed to 
craft educational policy in response to evidence. This paper is therefore about the use of ev-
idence in policy making and it may even be possible to imagine that the fact that we focused 
on grammar schools is incidental and we could equally have carried out the same research 
design and analysis on another area of persistent conflict (for example, the content of the 
curriculum, pedagogical styles or provision for children with additional educational needs).

We must also acknowledge that the data drawn from parliamentary dialogue is over 
5 years old, and many of these players, as is so often the case in governmental positions, 
have moved along. But this debate can be distinguished from many others as it came at a 
critical juncture—a moment when the effectiveness of grammar schools in their promise 
of delivering social mobility was being trumpeted, debated and ultimately disproved. Yet 
despite this, the government's policies regarding extra funding for selective schools were 
enacted. Although a change in prime minister in July 2019 led to this policy being side-lined, 
it may not surprise many readers to know that, as this document is being typed, the policy 
may be resurrected yet again. In an interview at the recent Conservative Party conference 
(September 2021) the new Secretary of State for Education, Nadhim Zahawi MP, has of-
fered his support for selective education, stating:

I think selective schools have got a place in our ecosystem… if they are doing 
a good job and if they are really doing everything they can to make sure that 
opportunity is available to every child. (Owen, 2021)
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It would appear there is still a place for moral sidesteps and an avoidance of evidence at 
the very highest level of education policy making. We offer advice to those academics inter-
ested to promote their findings to consider how the dominant discourse decision-makers work 
within may be utilised to sidestep research evidence. There are, then, two potentially conflicting 
paths to explore: the evidence-based path and discourse-based policy making. The conclu-
sion to draw from the social mobility debate was taken seriously because it was gathered in 
a parliamentary report, suggesting the evidence taken most seriously is that which they gen-
erate themselves. Despite the clamour for evidence-based practice, our research shows that 
as much as these things are trumpeted, the decision making—the policy making—can come 
down not to evidence, but to discourse (or more colloquially, spin). This might further suggest 
that if evidence-based policy is to be encouraged, then it would be important to advocate for an 
increased provision of parliamentary-based evidence-gathering and reporting. As the debate 
on social mobility confirms, politicians can respond to evidence, but this was a rare case and 
suggests that damaging policy decisions are still susceptible to ideological influence.

What cannot be ignored is the influence of the type of research and findings that are 
produced by groups such as Ofsted and the way government has defined the evidence they 
want for educational policy making, that is, generated essentially by government for govern-
ment. There is a dilemma associated with the call that practice should be evidence-based, 
when what emerges from our research is that insular ‘evidence’ (that does not conform to the 
government's own definitions) is seen to dominate careful and sophisticated academic re-
search. The dilemma has two fronts; one that questions how policy making can get trapped 
within a particular ideology, or corporate agency; the other relates to how academics can 
make their research more available and accessible to politicians. We provide no solutions 
here other than the suggestion that careful analysis of moral sidesteps may go some way 
towards identifying motivators and barriers to evidential acceptance or refutation.

Our findings echo similar corporate agency processes observed by Stevens (2019); it 
is not too bold to consider whether such processes might begin to question if the failure to 
effectively use evidence is a flaw in our representative democracy. We do not think that we 
can expect politicians to use their floor to discuss philosophical positioning, methodology 
and sample sizes. What we might expect, however, is some engagement with the evidence 
at hand, the conclusions which that evidence presents and rationally warranted conclusions 
which the politicians codify into law and policy, demonstrating that they have made use of 
the best evidence available and not simply ignored and then sidestepped. This is idealistic 
thinking, admittedly, but the thinking used in this case of grammar school debates is ideolog-
ical: a contrived morality of ‘good schools’ has supplanted other, better evidence.

One strategy could be to show that the conclusions drawn by Parliament do not attain to 
the research warrant which academia would insist upon for rigour. In other words, do they 
consider what other alternative explanations there might be, cast their own decisions within 
a healthy scepticism, and allow for the possibility that there are factors in their decision-
making which renders it less than ‘good’? Perhaps our Parliament could prove their ‘merit’ 
by rising to this level! Is it too much to ask, given their call for evidence-based policy, for 
them to know how to warrant their claims when deciding policy? To be provocative we could 
question whether Parliamentarians are meant to engage in nothing but moralist posturing 
and bluster? Or can we begin to ask from our democracy a similar level of criticality that 
is asked of 10-year-old children encountering the multiple-choice questions in the 11-plus 
exam? Perhaps we now go too far?

Whereas it might be asking too much of our politicians to insist that they be aware of 
rigorous research methods, it is not too much to hold them to a high standard of ethics and 
to hold them to account when their demonstrated ethics fall short, even if due to ignorance. 
Pointing out the warrant to them as they engage with research evidence helps them to 
be more critical and more ethical—desirable qualities in democratically elected officials. 
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Drawing on Gorard et al.’s (2020) claim that research must, when it is applied—as educa-
tional research usually is—do no harm. The lack of rigour identified in this research, ex-
poses the absence of safeguarding in government's decision-making. Our elected members 
are therefore potentially making decisions that although based on moral assumptions, they 
may cause harm—such as, maintaining existing inequalities, having a negative impact on 
children's well-being and increasing the attainment gaps between socio-economic groups—
and are therefore not ethical.
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• Underfunded 71 • Retrograde 20
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• Parental choice 63 • Social cohesion 16

• Comprehensive schools 62 • Cost 15

• Social mobility 61 • Special needs 15

• Diversity 56 • Free school meals 14

• Teaching 38 • Academy 13

• Works for everyone 34 • Poor 12
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G R A M M A R SCH O O L D E BAT ES: TO P 25 PA R LI A M E NTA RY TH E M ES –
PO LI T I CA L PA RT Y A LL I A N CE

• Selection 195 • Expansion 29

• Good schools 164 (125/30)* • Dogmatic 28

• Evidence 160 • Disadvantaged 27

• Disadvantaged and social privilege 91 • Secondary moderns 26

• Socially divisive 21

• Underfunded 71 • Retrograde 20

• Anecdote 67 (28/26) • Early years 18

• Parental choice 63 • Social cohesion 16

• Comprehensive schools 62 • Cost 15

• Social mobility 61 • Special needs 15

• Diversity 56 • Free school meals 14

• Teaching 38 • Academy 13

• Works for everyone 34 • Poor 12

A PPE N D I X 5

US ES O F A N ECD OTA L E V I D E N CE I N G R A M M A R D E BAT ES BY 
A FFI L I AT I O N A N D CAT EG O RY

A PPE N D I X 6

G R A M M A R D E BAT ES F I N D I NG S: R E D UCT I O N I N TH E US E O F 
‘SO CI A L M O B I L I T Y ’ AS A D E FE N CE O F G R A M M A R SCH O O L 
E X PA N S I O N
Date range: 2 July 2014–2 July2019.

Each horizontal line represents 5 results, so the maximum number of results (Count: 28) 
occurs on 22 November 2016, when the Education and Social Mobility debate convened in 
the Commons Chamber.

HOUSE
• PARTY

TOTAL GRAMMAR COMP 2ND MOD FAITH ACAD PRIVATE 11+ F PRO OTHER

HoC 

• CON 18 16 2

• LAB 7 1 2 1 3

• LD 3 1 1 1 1

HoL 

• CON 10 2 1 1 1 4 

• LAB 19 7 2 1 1 5 4 1

• LD 8 2 2 5 2

• CoE 2 2 

TOTAL 67* 31 9 3 2 1 2 14 4 6
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Table available at: https://hansa​rd.parli​ament.uk/searc​h?start​Date=2014-07-02&endDa​
te=2019-07-02&searc​hTerm​=gramm​ar%20soc​ial%20mob​ility​&parti​al=False (Accessed: 9 
October 2021).

A PPE N D I X 7

G R A M M A R SCH O O L D E BAT ES: FR E E SCH O O L M E A L S E V I D E N CE
Date range: 10 July 2016–10 July 2019.

Each horizontal line represents 10 results, so the maximum number of results (Count: 70) 
occurs on 13 March 2018, when the Universal Credit debate convened in the Commons 
Chamber. The second highest results (Count: 34) occur on 6 February 2018, when the Free 
School Meals/Pupil Premium: Eligibility debate convened in the Commons.

NOTE: FSM are mentioned 12 times in the Social Mobility debate of 22 November 2016.
Table available at: https://hansa​rd.parli​ament.uk/searc​h?start​Date=2014-07-10&endDa​

te=2019-07-10&searc​hTerm​=free%20sch​ool%20mea​ls&parti​al=False (Accessed: 9 October 
2021).

https://hansard.parliament.uk/search?startDate=2014-07-02&endDate=2019-07-02&searchTerm=grammar social mobility&partial=False
https://hansard.parliament.uk/search?startDate=2014-07-02&endDate=2019-07-02&searchTerm=grammar social mobility&partial=False
https://hansard.parliament.uk/search?startDate=2014-07-10&endDate=2019-07-10&searchTerm=free school meals&partial=False
https://hansard.parliament.uk/search?startDate=2014-07-10&endDate=2019-07-10&searchTerm=free school meals&partial=False
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A PPE N D I X 8

PA R LI A M E NTA RY D E BAT ES O N G R A M M A R SCH O O L S
The 11 debates in Parliament which contained ‘grammar’ in their title in the past 5 years:

Grammar School Funding 13 Jan 2015

Grammar Schools 2 Mar 2015

Funding for Grammar Schools in Southend 12 Mar 2015

Grammar Schools 7 Sep 2016

Grammar Schools 8 Sep 2016

New Grammar Schools 8 Sep 2016

Grammar Schools 14 Sep 2016

Grammar Schools 15 Sep 2016

Grammar Schools 13 Oct 2016

Grammar and Faith Schools 8 Nov 2016

Grammar Schools 27 Jun 2018


