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Reviewed by: John Michael Trushell, University of East London, UK

Philip Adey and Justin Dillon (eds)
Bad Education: Debunking Myths in Education
Berkshire: Open University Press, 2012,
ISBN 13: 9780335246014, 264 pp.
DOI: 10.1177/0892020613516898

This collection of essays by educational researchers would

demonstrate the adage that educational truths are rarely

pure and never simple. Unfortunately, educational policy-

makers generally do not wish to be informed that ‘the

everyday realities of the learning workplace’ constitute a

‘complex constellation of problems’; they would rather

engage in a flight from complexity (Futrell, 1986: 6).

Historically, educational policy-makers have demon-

strated a marked preference for descriptive educational

research – i.e. studies which did not attempt to explain

(or critique) – as such studies afford a considerable degree

of freedom when formulating policy (Glennerster and

Hoyle, 1972: 196). Thus, critical research findings, since the

1990s, have been deemed ‘wanting against . . . policy

priorities’ (Whitty, 2006: 162), with policy-makers ‘lament-

ing the misbehaviour of educational research’ (Oancea,

2005: 157). The subsequent wrangling between researchers

and policy-makers provoked a crisis in educational research.

This collection is a riposte by researchers to policy-mak-

ers’ allegations that the findings of educational research are

‘complicated nonsense’ espousing ‘barmy theories’ (Black,

2012: xvii). However, policy-makers – and the electorate –

will not easily be convinced that simple perceptions of

education are unfounded.

The essays confront a wide range of simple perceptions

with inconvenient truths. Bad schools are extremely rare,

and choice of school will make little difference to pupils’

academic prospects. Categorizing pupils by learning

styles is a simplistic response to complex problems of

learning and teaching. Streaming and setting do not

demonstrably improve academic performance but may

detrimentally affect overall performance. Synthetic pho-

nics has never been proven to be a better approach to

teaching reading.

Coffield, in this collection, remarks, ‘Instead of always

hankering after simplicity, perhaps the time has come for us

all to celebrate, enjoy and study the inherent complexities

of teaching and learning’ (Coffield, 2012: 228). These

essays would interest those readers who wish to consider

the realities of education rather than the simple myths to

which complex realities are too often reduced.
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Reviewed by: Christopher Tyrrell, University of East London, UK

B Lucas, G Claxton and E Spencer
Expansive Education
Maidenhead, Berkshire, UK: Open University Press, 2013.
ISBN: 9780335247554
DOI: 10.1177/0892020613511898

Expansive Education is a timely reminder to teaching

practitioners that, as a new national curriculum in

England becomes embedded in schools, we must con-

tinue to look beyond the traditional expectations and

outcomes of existing models of education to find ‘goals

for education that are at a deeper, more generic level’

(p. 4). The book is presented in five chapters, collec-

tively providing the reader with a sense of the historical

and philosophical background to expansive pedagogy

and proposing a new model for contemporary adoption

of expansive principles.

There is a sense in which this book has serendipitously

arrived at a time of curricular flux in England. At no point

do the authors place their work within the current national

context; their aims are broader and less confined by geogra-

phical and temporal concerns. In setting out a clear defini-

tion of what is meant by expansive education (pp. 4�7) and

systematically working through the historical and episte-

mological background to expansive education, the authors

construct a coherent and convincing rationale focusing on

dispositions in learners and drawing on the work of Rogers,

Freire and Dewey, amongst others. An interesting range of

international case studies exemplify contrasting applica-

tions of expansive education, all sharing an imaginative

approach to promoting positive qualities, attitudes and dis-

positions towards learning.

The result is a thought-provoking text of as much inter-

est to teachers new to the profession as it is to school lead-

ers. For emergent teachers developing their skills and

widening their experience the book offers a useful ‘road
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map’ to developing their skills ‘beyond reflective practice

[and to] adopt a more scientific and rigorous mindset with

respect to all of their teaching’ (p. 6). It encourages teachers

to challenge the relationship between teacher and learner

without losing the structure required in a modern class-

room, all with the aim of encouraging positive dispositions

towards learning (p. 129). Equally, for school leaders the

book suggests ways in which the habits of teachers may

be changed to adapt to a ‘culture in which teachers are

empowered to experiment with active encouragement from

senior leaders’ (p. 184). A ‘frequently aired doubts’ section

(pp. 187�191) helps allay the fears of school leaders

questioning the relevance of such an approach, convincing

prospective adopters that if expansive education can work

for learners of all ages in diverse educational contexts, it

can work in their school.

And this is the key strength of the book: it goes

beyond a treatise on the hypothetical benefits of expan-

sive education as the range and scope of the case studies

presented ensure that many practitioners will recognize

something within the book applicable to them and the

context in which they work. It challenges many of the

assumptions of the ‘conventional’ education system,

thereby challenging the practice of many of the teachers

who work within it. By presenting a flexible and acces-

sible approach, Expansive Education provides a manage-

able template for turning expansive principles into

practice.

At times the tone becomes quite evangelical; for example,

the introductory chapter suggests that ‘school teaches you to

think about quite specific things, in very specific ways – the

ways that will get you a good grade’ (p. 14), while the ‘call

to action’ that concludes the book proposes that, ‘expansive

education is critically important for all children and all

schools today, wherever they are in the world’ (p. 191). This

polarization of the differing approaches, along with the

requirement to ‘make [expansive education] the core of what

you do’ (p. 193), may represent too significant a risk for edu-

cators for whom the approach might mean a fundamental

shift in their practice.

Expansive Education provides us with both an opportu-

nity and a challenge in changing times; the reminder that

‘the unit of work in the real world is a day, not an hour-

long lesson’, for example (p. 146), reminds us to question

many of the assumptions that shape what we do and to

consider expansive solutions.

Reviewed by: Simon Dowling, Colchester Royal Grammar School,
Colchester, UK

Mary Dawe (ed.)
The School Leader’s Toolkit: Practical Strategies for Leading and Managing
London: SAGE, 2013, £25.99 pbk,
ISBN 9781446201923, 216 pp.
DOI: 10.1177/0892020613511897

I am happy to report a prejudice exploded by this book. The

presence of the word ‘toolkit’ in a title usually has the same

effect on me as the word ‘solutions’ in a company’s name:

I am led to fear that it signifies the triumph of style over

substance. However, this toolkit has some well observed

and useful elements presented in a format which a busy

school leader can leaf through quickly.

Perhaps the most interesting feature of this book’s

approach is its concerted attempt to link research to daily

practice. As the first #BELMASchat in September 2013

identified, a significant problem faced by education

scholars is the timely transmission of their findings and

recommendations to educators in practically useful form.

This book goes some way towards making scholars’ ideas

more readily accessible to time-starved school leaders.

Under Mary Dawe’s editorship, a large team centred on

the Institute of Education (IoE) offers a compendium of

views drawn both from the educational leadership litera-

ture and from their own experience on how to deal with

‘key everyday topics faced by school leaders’. These

range from leading and managing people and conflict res-

olution (possibly the same thing?) to managing data and

preparing for Ofsted (essentially the same thing in the

current policy climate, one might feel.) Each of the 13 topics

is addressed by a different specialist contributor in a format

which recalls that of a course book: bulleted objectives open

each short chapter and mark its sub-divisions; boxes offer

case studies and vignettes; and suggested activities invite the

reader to apply the chapter’s ideas to his or her own situation.

I am not sure how many readers will use the book as a self-

directed learning tool, but the case studies are often engaging

and the bullet-point checklists of principles or actions scat-

tered through the chapters draw the eye. Recommended

resources for further reading complete each chapter, together

with a journal-style list of references.

One cost of a slim-line approach, however, is that discus-

sion of varied and contradictory views may be sacrificed to

the utility of bullet points and snappy headlines. The ‘acceler-

ating amount of scholarly and practitioner attention’ (Gronn,

2010: 70) accorded to distributed leadership (DL) during this

century is glanced at in one paragraph, half of which is a direct

quotation from HMIE Scotland, which supports a narrowly

instrumental view of DL. The topic also comes up in Pauline

Lyons’ chapter on Leading support staff, where again the

approach offered is ‘transitive’ distribution in the gift of the

school leader: a primary school’s new posts for Higher Level

Teaching Assistants (HLTAs) had some ‘management

duties’ (p. 64) included in their job descriptions. Both these

instances seem to support Hartley’s critique of the appropria-

tion of DL by school and system leaders for pragmatic

reasons, ‘to ease the burden of overworked headteachers’

(Hartley, 2010: 27).

Rather differently, a later chapter on Leading and man-

aging in an inclusive environment, by Louise Ishani with

Elvira Gregory and Karla Martin, describes a case of
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