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INTERVIEW

John Hattie: I’m a statistician, I’m not a theoretician
Hanne Knudsen

Danish School of Education, Aarhus University, Åarhus, Denmark

Introduction

The text you are about to read is an interview with the
key figure behind the concept of ‘visible learning’,
Professor John Hattie. Hattie’s books, ‘Visible Learning’
(2009) and ‘Visible Learning for Teachers’ (2012), as well
as the concept and basic ideas regarding ‘visible learning’,
and the programme Visible Learningplus (distributed
under licence from Cognition Education Limited), have
a great impact on everyday school life in many different
countries. Visible learning as an idea and programme
was developed in New Zealand and Australia, and is
currently being implemented in schools and municipa-
lities in 23 countries around the world.

The ideas and programme have been vigorously
discussed, both in international research and in local
settings like Denmark, where I am located. Some of
the discussions accept the basic assumptions and
ambitions of visible learning regarding efficiency,
while others dismiss them as almost morally wrong.
These two positions are strongly defended by teachers
and researchers alike. For instance, from a teaching
practice point of view it has been argued that learning
is not visible and that the risk of learning targets is
that they may demotivate the pupils (e.g. Frederiksen,
2015). In education research, some of the discussions
have focused on whether the factors pointed out are
actually the ones with the biggest effect (e.g. Snook,
O’Neill, Clark, O’Neill, & Openshaw, 2009), whether
it makes sense to drive educational policy decisions
based on standardized effect size studies (e.g.
Simpson, 2017), and whether efficiency is the lens
through which education ought to be viewed (e.g.
Biesta, 2010). I am an educational researcher myself,
and I find it important to go beyond both the effi-
ciency discussion and the more normative discus-
sions in order to see how visible learning works and
what it does. My interest is parallel to current studies
of the translation processes and performative effects
of educational programmes (e.g. Staunæs, 2018), and
of the performative effects of non-state policy actors
like edu-businesses (e.g. Lingard, 2018).

I have struggled with some very basic questions while
reading ‘Visible Learning for Teachers’ in particular and

while observing various forms of visible learning prac-
tices in Danish schools and municipalities. These ques-
tions relate to the meaning of the core concepts, the
theoretical points of departure for visible learning and
translations into teaching and political practices.
Consequently, the interview given here is neither a
research article nor a journalistic interview, but perhaps
more of a conversation between researchers.

It may be a little naive to pose these questions to John
Hattie himself, as no single person controls the recep-
tion and translation of educational ideas and pro-
grammes. You could say that it is difficult to say
where ‘John Hattie’ begins, and where he, his thoughts,
his authority and responsibility end. Nonetheless, I find
it interesting to gain insight into his reflections and
views on his work and his own role. After all, Hattie is
actively involved in all parts of visible learning: the
production of data, the analysis, the development of
concepts and teaching programmes, dissemination
(through contracts with companies and by giving pre-
sentations himself), the evaluation of the effects of the
programme and the corrections of the programme and
scripts. John Hattie works constantly to support visible
learning as a globally valid concept. This makes it inter-
esting to learn more about his awareness of context and
his view of concepts, and in the interview I have asked
for his reflections on the following questions:

● Implementation and translation. What are
Hattie’s reflections on the implementation of
visible learning in Denmark as a case? What
do he and his team know about Danish school
traditions, and do they regard such knowledge
of local context as important in order to work in
Danish schools? These questions also point to
more general questions regarding the dissemina-
tion of educational programmes and ideas
across cultural, linguistic and national borders.

● Basic concepts like ‘visibility’ and ‘learning’.
How does Hattie define these concepts? And
what are his reflections regarding the conse-
quential understandings of classroom practice,
of motivation, curiosity, the role of the teacher
and the understanding of a child?
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● Theory and evidence. Despite the overwhelming
number of references to impact studies in his
books, there are hardly any references to educa-
tional theory such as educational psychology
and educational philosophy. What are Hattie’s
reflections on this, and how does he see the
relationship between theory and evidence? I
find this question important because it concerns
the forms of knowledge that are considered
relevant for educational practice and research.

● John Hattie as a key figure. Visible learning makes
sense in scientific, educational, political and eco-
nomic settings. DoesHattie see himself mainly as a
researcher, a politician or a businessman? I find
this question interesting because it leads to con-
sideration of the interrelations and links between
these various settings. From ‘where’ can we discuss
the links and translations taking place?

I spent three months in Australia and New Zealand in
the first part of 2017. One of the reasons for this trip was
visible learning: I wanted to understand the society and
educational system in which the programme is rooted,
and I wanted to talk to John Hattie. A colleague in
Australia read one of my emails to Hattie, and she was
somewhat shocked by my approach because I stated
quite frankly that I was interested in confronting him
with some of the critiques of his work as they appear in
a Danish context. My ambition was to be honest, and
fortunately Hattie agreed to answer my questions. He
has subsequently read this text and elaborated on some
of the themes, especially on the concept of evidence.

I had also hoped to follow the processing of
Danish data carried out by the company Cognition
Education, which has a license agreement with John
Hattie. They collect data in Danish schools through
school visits and questionnaires, and this data is
processed by employees in Auckland, New Zealand.
I would have liked to make observations and inter-
view these employees about their work and reflec-
tions on data processing while I was in Auckland, but
this was unfortunately not possible.

John Hattie and I did not manage to meet while I
was in Australia, and we had to conduct the interview
via Skype between Brisbane and the south coast of
Australia. I have abbreviated and edited the transcript
in order to make it readable, and I have endeavoured
to be as loyal and precise as possible.

Interview

Scaling up and translation

Hanne Knudsen (HK): Visible learning has had a big
impact in Danish schools. I am curious about your
view on this impact. Why do you think it has this big
impact in a Danish setting?

John Hattie (JH): I wish I knew the answer. When I
wrote the book 10 years ago, I never imagined it
would have this kind of uptake. As you probably
know, I am a measurement person, I am a statistician,
and the work with the concept and implementation
was kind of a hobby I did on the side. I am not very
good talking in schools. I am happy to go out and talk
in schools, but then nothing happens. So when the
book came out, I asked my team in New Zealand to
demonstrate how it could make a difference in
schools, focusing on the impact it has on the
students.
It fascinates me that in education we do not have a
literature on scaling up programmes. I can only
find five articles that talk about scaling up success.
The other thing we don’t have in education is
many models on implementation. We have great
policies, we have plenty of research, we have won-
derful ideas, but we know that implementation is
one of the biggest problems. So I asked the team to
focus on this.
If you ask me why Denmark, I really don’t know. Of
23 countries, Denmark is one of the larger ones to
implement visible learning. I know a book came out
in Danish on why visible learning wouldn’t work in
Denmark which I find absolutely amusing because it
is working (Bjerre et al. 2017, HK). When I look at
the data from Denmark, I can see big effects on
students. I know it is not easy to implement visible
learning, because it focuses on listening to the stu-
dents rather than listening to the teachers. I know
there is a lot of resistance. Some teachers don’t like it,
because their argument is that they have been teach-
ing like this for 30 years. Why should they change?
And in some cases, VL does not ask them to change
but gives permission to keep having their high
impact. Why do you think it has caught up?

HK: I don’t know, I don’t know really. When you
were in Denmark in November, you said that
you used to produce a lot of knowledge, but it
didn’t really catch on until you surrounded
yourself with translators. I find this notion of
translators interesting: Who are these transla-
tors, and what do they translate? Is it between
various languages, from research to practice or?

JH: When I was in New Zealand, I was on the board
of a commercial company, and I talked to the
chairman about our problems with scaling up
education. It turns out he was a lawyer specia-
lized in licensing and franchising, and he said:
‘Can you imagine setting up a coffee shop and
not worrying on day one about how you spread
the good word, how you increase your custo-
mers?’ In economics, scaling up is huge business.
I looked at the licensing model, and in licensing
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there are two things you worry about: One is
quality control, and the other is to make sure
that if your licensee does not deliver on quality
control, you have to have very tight legal con-
tracts so they can be fired overnight. I spend a lot
of time worrying about quality control, and now
I have 23 different licensees around the world.
It’s all done through Cognition in Auckland. We
develop the concepts together. They develop the
materials, and then we trial it. We trial it about
five times, we improve it, we look at the impact
on the students, and then, when we get it
together, we write up the whole workshop. And
everywhere around the world, including in
Denmark, they have to deliver that workshop,
almost word for word – but allowing for local
adaption. We hire people to deliver it, and only
one in five passes. That is because almost every
teacher wants to get up and talk about their
stories, their anecdotes and their classrooms.
We will not allow that, because as soon as you
allow that, you legitimize every teacher in the
room talking about their war stories, their
views, their kids. We concentrate entirely on
the impact on the students: How would you
know that the programme has been implemented
in high fidelity? It doesmean that I am in control.
If you go to a workshop, you’ll never know that it
is scripted. To the word. You would never know
it, and that’s part of the success.

HK: It must be important to you, this quality check.
You do it through scripting. How do you make
sure that there is a quality in what the various
consultants do?

JH: I am a great fan of the notion of translation.
There has always been a debate on how research
gets into practice. Vivian Robinson wrote an
article in the 90s where she argued that most
academics do not acknowledge that teachers
have very strong theories of learning. Most aca-
demics go in and say: ‘This is what I found, here
is the evidence’. And they ignore the fact that the
teachers are interpreting it through their lens,
through their model of learning. If I translate
into Danish, I should be aware of how you inter-
pret it. We do the same in visible learning. Before
we release writings for teachers, we run work-
shops with teachers to see the answers to two
questions: Do teachers understand this? If they
don’t, we are wrong. And the second one is if
there is a consequence or an action that the
teacher takes. If there is not, we have wasted
our time. That really means we have to listen to
the interpretations. That is how I think the
notion of translation can be a very, very powerful
notion. Most researchers don’t do that. We do as
we work out the scripts for the workshops.

HK: So you see translation as a matter of you saying
something and then testing whether they
understood it the way you meant it?

JH: Correct.
HK: I also wondered about the language issue

between New Zealand, Australia, Denmark
and the UK. There must be a lot of language
issues?

JH: Oh, yes. I am not sure with Danish, but cer-
tainly in the Scandinavian countries, they don’t
have a word that distinguishes between teach-
ing and learning. Japan doesn’t. There are
major language issues. And that’s why in
every country we have local people that are
part of the translation. It is a major problem.
Even within Denmark, the Danish people dis-
agree how they translate some of the words.
James (Nottingham, owner of Challenging
Learning which implements visible learning in
Danish schools, HK) does have Danish speak-
ing people on his team. It’s a continuing source
of discussion regarding how you put it into a
local context, because Denmark has a very long
and strong tradition of educational philosophy.

HK: Do you see any challenges arising when visible
learning meets the Danish tradition?

JH: Absolutely. That’s true in every school, in every
country, in every culture. Cultures have very
strong histories. If you take the visible learning
model, in many ways it’s a technical model, and
we can fit it in anywhere, but it has to fit in. There
is a lot of work to be done, to make sure it fits in.
The methods in visible learning are applied in 23
different countries. It’s working in 23 different
countries, more or less, but it requires a dramatic
adaptation to the local context.

HK: So if I ask you ‘does one size fit all?’
JH: No, never.
HK: But aren’t visible learning and Visible

LearningPlus like one size?
JH: It can be seen that way but it’s not. I would

argue that in Denmark, every teacher that went
into teaching did that to have an impact on
students. Every person that went into schools
in Denmark did that because they had a con-
cept of achievement and what learning is and
what wellbeing is. That seems to be true in
virtually every country. The methods in visible
learning seem to apply in every country. That
is just the easy part. The hard part is putting it
into the context.

HK: So the strong thing about visible learning is
that it is a very flexible concept?

JH: If you, as I do, go into schools across the world
and you see programmes that have Visible
Learning, you see a lot of common elements.
The biggest impact that I am looking for is: can
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students talk about their learning? Can they
talk about what it means to be successful? If
you go into schools for instance in China,
which has a dramatically different history to
ours, you’ll see it is actually working extremely
well in China. It is working extremely well in
Japanese schools, which have a dramatically
different tradition from yours and mine.
These countries find that they can actually
increase impact on students by involving
these students in their own learning. Thank
goodness your country and my country don’t
have their history of teacher dominance. But
yes, it can work in those countries, but how
you implement it, how you win the hearts and
minds of the teachers and the school leaders
can be quite different.

HK: Do you see local Danish people, local Japanese,
local Chinese as necessary to help translate
visible learning into the local culture?

JH: It’s the only way it’s working. If I had a cheese-
cake factory and wanted it to be exactly the same
in every country, it wouldn’t work within a week.

The Danish critiques

HK: One of the critiques is that visible learning is
like an alien coming into the Danish school
tradition, not allowing voices that have been
built through a Danish school tradition to be
heard. The word evidence-based is very power-
ful, and there is a risk that it will shoot down
discussions among teachers, and that visible
learning is not sensitive to what is going on
in a Danish setting and tradition.

JH: You are right, in some countries there is a
history, a tradition and a dialogue, and some-
thing like this comes along from the outside. As
I said before, it is scripted, and one of the things
that are really critical is how it is interpreted in a
local context. When I first started this in New
Zealand, we probably lost 70% of our schools
within the first 6 months because the resistance
was too strong. When I first went into the
Skanderborg (a Danish municipality) schools,
there was resistance, there always has been.
Now it is the opposite. We are very careful in
listening to the local context, having local people
at the board. But when it comes down to it, no
one has to do this. And as you know, some of
the Skanderborg schools have pulled out for all
kinds of reasons, but most have stayed the dis-
tance because they see the impact of the work
on the students. I’ll be much more interested in
the results you find on what effects it has in

schools, both on the teachers and the students,
so tell me more on what you are doing.

HK: One of the major figures in a Danish context is
called Grundtvig. Some of his ideas are difficult
to combine with the visible learning philoso-
phy, because it is the idea of meeting the stu-
dent as an equal, as a human being, seeing
education not as training but as developing
the whole person. Visible learning and these
ideas are incomparable; it’s like apples talking
to seabirds. One of my interests is how we can
create a dialogue on school development which
is actually a dialogue, because it has been extre-
mely conflict ridden, very angry and frustrated.

JH: I never wanted the image that this was evi-
dence-based. When the book came out, the
front cover had things about the Holy Grail
and the largest evidence-based study ever, and
I was very unhappy about it. It was not my
decision. I wanted it to be on the idea of making
learning visible. The lists and ratings have often
become misunderstood and misused. I admire
writers like Madeleine Hunter and John Dewey,
but because I am a measurement person and
write that way, it kind of got a bit divorced from
their thoughts. I am not very happy with the
word evidence-based because it implies that
there is no thinking behind it. That is why I
moved from talking about evidence-based, to
talking about ‘know thy impact’, which kind of
fits in closer to how I understand the original
Danish ideas. That it is about that impact on
students; it is about the students’ sense of
understanding. Sometimes that gets lost. This
focus seems closer to the Danish ideas above
and certainly respect the views of the students.

HK: Another critique in a Danish setting is that
learning objectives and the explicit visible
learning goals do not necessarily motivate peo-
ple because they risk killing curiosity and an
interest in the world. Instead of being moti-
vated by the wish to know more about the
world, about the jungle, about climate change,
the idea in visible learning is that the teacher
should create objectives and the motivation
should be a matter of learning for learning,
and not for learning about the subject. Does
that make sense?

JH: I think it’s naive to think all students want to
learn what we teach them in school. Michael
Young has argued that we make children come
to school to learn that which they would not get if
they did not come to school. They are not neces-
sarily turned on by climate change. On the other
hand, too often there is a misuse of learning
intentions, because they too often do exactly
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what you say, are atomistic, and are often on a
low level. If I should start over again, I would
probably only use the notion of success criteria. It
is often more rounded. It’s got a mixture of sur-
face and deep learning. There is nothingmagic in
learning intentions, the magic is in the motiva-
tion. It is critical that both learning intentions
AND success criteria are used together – as with-
out a sense of what ‘good enough’ is, what it
means to be successful. Then learning intentions
can be low level and have less impact.
What I would do instead is to focus more on
success criteria: what does it mean to be success-
ful over the next 10 to 12 weeks? In that way you
can get a much more rounded discussion,
because you are right, sometimes inadequate
learning intentions are so boring, they turn kids
off. Those are very bad learning intentions.
Success criteria show students at the beginning
of a series of lessons what it means to be success-
ful. What does an A and what does a B look like?
Like in my courses in Melbourne, I have on the
website last year’s A and B assignments so stu-
dents can know what I mean excellence is. When
it really comes back to the core of this issue, the
biggest issue is the teacher’s conception of what
growth is. How do you as a teacher communicate
your notion of growth to the students? The whole
notion of success criteria is to get that across to
the students. E.g. I was a music teacher, and it
doesn’t require much to show to the students
what a piece of music should sound like or
what jazz rhythm is like – to show them what
the notion of success is. Then you get away from
the criticism that it is low level, that it is boring.
Our experiences show that a period of time of
about 10 to 12 weeks is the right period to outline
the concept of success. Less than that and you
tend to make it to narrow, too boring, or you
tend to over-test.

The child – basic assumptions

HK: Does the idea about success criteria apply to all
age groups?

JH: The notion of success criteria doesn’t change
with age, but how you present them does. And
the period of time, as for younger kids, 10 to
12 weeks may be too long.

HK: You think in various levels of learning. Doesn’t
this mean that young children shouldn’t be
expected to have this kind of abstract thinking?

JH: On the contrary. The SOLO model (Structure
of the Observed Learning Outcome: A model
that distinguishes between surface knowledge,
deep knowledge and conceptual knowledge,

HK) is a complexity model. Certainly, 5-year-
olds can be quite complex. It’s just another
nature of what complexity means. It’s a mis-
take to think that young children only learn on
a surface level. Oh, what a way to turn those
kids off! Or take 3-year-olds. They are obsessed
with asking ‘why’ questions. Why is this, why is
that. That’s quite a complex notion. The ‘what’
questions, ‘what is this?’ (often favoured in
some schools) is very low level. I would argue
that young children can be quite complex in
how they think. It’s just another sort of
complexity.

HK: The idea in visible learning is, I think, that the
child somehow should double himself or her-
self in order to see ‘do I learn, how do I learn,
how could I improve my learning?’ Could
3-year-old or 5-year-old kids do this? Can
they look at themselves as learners?

JH: I have no doubts that 3-year-old or 5-year-old
kids can do that. I worry more that 10 to
12 year old have been taught not to. What do
you think?

HK: I think it’s a tough expectation for such small
children. If you ask me, I would just leave
them. I mean, I would allow them to be inter-
ested in the subject and not in their own learn-
ing process.

JH: The problem is that if you compare a child
from a family like yours to a child from a less
resourced family, then how many words do
you think your child was exposed to as com-
pared to a child from a lower-resourced family?
30 million! I don’t think I want to leave those
kids alone; I do worry about how they learn. I
deeply worry about what those kids learn, and
what they think learning is. Between the age of
1 and 2, kids develop a theory of mind, a way
of thinking about the world. That’s when we
should get to them about the notion of learn-
ing. Those kids have incredible fascination
with learning, which unfortunately they lose
when they come to school. Maybe you are
lucky with your kids, but many kids don’t
think about learning and we do have to
intervene.

HK: I would think they are interested in the world,
and they are interested in learning about the
world, but they are not interested in learning
about learning.

JH: Why is it that 3-year-olds are obsessed with
why questions?

HK: Because they are obsessed with understanding
the world…?

JH: That’s right, and to learn about how they learn
about the world. And discover how they make
connections.
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HK: But it’s this extra learning about the learning I
don’t like. I am worried about our expectations
of our children in terms of self-reflexivity.

JH: I would still want children at that very young
age to try different learning paths, because
that’s when they start to get the habits that
make a dramatic difference later on. I don’t
want to go overboard, but I am certainly wor-
ried about the amount of resources we put into
the 0 to 5-year-old with very little return from
these resources. Some of those kids have no
concept of learning. I don’t want to go into
preschools and teach them to read or write.
That’s not at all what I am saying, but I do
think that the age of 0 to 8 years is probably the
most critical time to get to them on the notion
on what learning means. They should get
inspiration, they should be learning through
play. There are a tremendous amount of things
we should be doing with the young children
which we are not.

Visibility – basic assumptions

HK: I have wondered: What do you mean by visi-
ble? What is visible?

JH: It did take me 6 or 7 years to come up with the
idea of the visible. A researcher that for many
years did lots of classroom observations,
Graham Nuthall, showed that the teacher
doesn’t see or hear 80% of what happens in
the classroom, and that’s why I am not a big
fan of the idea of teachers’ reflections on what
they think happened as opposed to reflecting
on their impact. In a nutshell, the major idea in
visible learning is switching from talking about
how you teach to the impact of your teaching.
What I try to do, as my political self here in
Australia, is more than anything else to legit-
imize the expertise of the teacher in terms of
their impact on kids, because we have some
stunning teachers who have great impact. They
should get that visibility of their impact right
up front.

HK: So what is visibility? I understand the idea, but
what does visibility actually mean? Maybe I am
very concrete in my thinking, but I don’t really
understand it. And the other part of it: What is
learning? When can you say that learning has
taken place?

JH: One example of visibility is an iPhone app
where teachers can get, almost immediately,
in three seconds, a script of everything they
say in the classroom. The app can code it
automatically while the teachers are doing it.

If the teachers allow them, we can ask the kids
to react too, so the teachers can see their
impact on the kids through the kids’ eyes.
When we show teachers a script of what they
say, and we have done that with about 7000 to
8000 teachers, they are shocked, because most
teachers don’t realize they talk 70–80% of the
time. Some teachers don’t realize what they
look like through the students’ eyes. If you
ask teachers to reflect, they would think they
only talk 20–30% of the time. No, they don’t.
So how do you get that visibility back to them?
That is what we try with visibility: What does it
look like through the students’ eyes?
As to learning: Over the last three years, we
have had a well-funded science and learning
research centre, and one of my projects was to
look at learning strategies. We focus on what
that notion of learning means. We have iden-
tified 400 different strategies. We have nar-
rowed it down to a top ten. If you are doing
surface learning it works quite differently than
if you are doing deep learning. One example is
problem-based learning, which comes out with
a very low effect size. The reason for that is that
problem-based learning only works for deep
learning; it doesn’t work for surface learning.
And 90% of the schools introduce problem-
based learning for surface learning, so of
course it doesn’t work. Learning means moving
from surface to deep to transfer.
I am also very interested in what students think
learning is. One of the first things we do in
schools is that we ask the teachers and the
students what learning means. We put that up
and show the contrast which it often is. When
we ask them what it means to be a good learner
at this school, they say things like ‘come on
time, sit up straight, be quiet’. But none of that
is learning. And that contrast is really
important.

Evidence and theory

HK: Your work comprises a huge number of stu-
dies. But there aren’t many references to psy-
chological, philosophical or historical literature
within education. Or you could say theory in
general. And I wondered how you see theory.
What is the reason for the absence of theore-
tical references, and do you somehow see a
contradiction between evidence and theory?

JH: When I wrote Visible Learning, I remember my
wife saying: ‘No one will ever read this, it’s bor-
ing, it’s full of numbers, and it’s full of research
studies and evidence’. I had no idea that it would
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have the impact it had; it has sold more than half
a million copies. But if I had known that it would
go to an audience larger than just researchers, I
probably would have had a whole lot more of
theory in it. I had never dreamed it would catch
on like this, so you are right, it is quite devoid of
theory in terms of how it is written. I am a
measurement researcher, I am a statistician, I
am not a theoretician, so I haven’t written a lot
of theory. But of course I have a very strong
model of teaching. I have worked for many
years with some of the more well-known people
on the theoretical side of teaching around the
world. But you are right, it did not come through,
and sometimes I think I should write a book
about teaching as a profession – which indeed I
am doing right now.
I get accused more of not taking into account
sociology, and the background of kids. Of course
I think that is very critical, but the book was
never written for that kind of general notion.
You are right, it is a criticism, andmaybe I should
write something more theoretical, but it is not
really my strength. I do have some very strong
theories on how theory works and the concept of
teaching. It just didn’t come through in the book.

HK: I also ask because in the Danish foreword to
‘Visible Learning for Teachers’, Niels Egelund
and Lars Qvortrup, two Danish education pro-
fessors, write that finally education has become
evidence based. It has taken several hundred
years for medicine to become evidence based,
and now finally education is evidence based,
and we can get rid of theory, meaning abstract
thinking and speculative thinking.

JH: Obviously, I wouldn’t have said that. Evidence
does not mean there should be no theory. I
think evidence is, and should be, the most
contested word of the business. My view on
evidence is that evidence is interpreted; evi-
dence is interpreted through a lens, and that
lens is theory. Theory dominates. Yes, I do
have strong theory, and yes, it is not as clear
and articulate as it should be. But medicine
worries me as a parallel, because evidence in
medicine is very new, and to say that doctors
don’t have theories is just absurd. I would like
the evidence that teachers use to be about their
impact on students, not whether they read
thousands of articles.

HK: Could you elaborate on your concept of evi-
dence? When can you claim that something is
evident? Or that something is evidence based?

JH: Evidence is contested, as I mentioned. The key
is to understand how different people in the
classroom (teachers, students, peers, and
maybe also parents, fellow teachers, school

leaders) make their interpretations about evi-
dence. Evidence is not neutral. A key of the VL
theory is that we can optimize our impact if we
understand the impact of our actions and
teaching through understanding how the stu-
dents see learning. The research studies in VL
offer probability statements – there are higher
probabilities of success when implementing the
influences nearer the top than bottom of the
chart. But then it depends on your fidelity,
your adaptation and, of course, the evidence
of the impact you have on your students –
hence the claim ‘Know thy impact’. Evidence
is a key but only a part of this chain.
Evidence can also be related to experience –
and the extensive experience of many teachers
is legitimate evidence – to be contested, to be
examined, and to be evaluated – in terms of the
best impact on the learning lives of students.
When there are differences between the evi-
dence from the research and from experience,
then there is a need for examination, for reflec-
tion, for seeking more avenues of evidence –
and I want this to be via the effects on the
students.

HK: You translate your findings from meta-analysis
into a concept like visible learning and then
into programmes like Visible Learningplus.
Would you say it’s evidence based all way
through?

JH: I’d like to argue it is. Visible learning is cer-
tainly evidence-based. It took me 15 years to
get to the big ideas. What I find fascinating is
that since I first published this back in the
1990s, no one has come up with a better expla-
nation for the data. People have quarrelled
about some of the data and some of the indi-
vidual interpretations, but as to the big model,
no one has questioned it (yet). I find that quite
remarkable. Visible LearningPlus is a commer-
cial company; I don’t own it; it’s owned by
Cognition in New Zealand. I have a bit of an
arm’s length, although I also have a big invol-
vement. I have a contract with them that allows
me that quality control over what they say and
over their evidence, and how they use it.
I am updating the meta-analysis all the time; I
am up to 1400 now. I do that because I want to
be the first to discover the error, the mistake. I
did classes with Karl Popper, the philosopher
with the theory of falsifiability, many years ago.
I ask if my theory is falsifiable, and it is. That is
why I keep updating the meta-analysis. If, for
example, a meta-analysis came out that showed
e.g. that class size had a huge effect on learning,
my model is wrong. I worry all the time about
falsifiability. I look at schools where it doesn’t
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work in terms of the visible learning, and try
and understand why it didn’t work, because
that’s how science progresses.

Policy, research and business

HK: Do you see visible learning as a political
project?

JH: The irony is that in different countries, it has
been taken up by politicians at all different
sides of the parliament. Here in Australia we
have six states, two territories and the federal
ministry states, so I have nine ministries I have
to convince. They change regularly, and politi-
cians have pet theories. There is no way you
can say it’s political in that sense. The minute it
becomes political, it does not work. I have tried
to be very careful, because the minute they
adobt visible learning, it will be a two-year-
wonder and then disappear. Like in England,
where they had the year of feedback: what a
disgusting notion that is; as if next year you are
not going to do it. Then they had the year of
impact and credited me. I don’t like the year of
this and the year of that. These are some things
you should do all the time. So, yes, it does get
very political. A part of me enjoys it, because at
least it’s in the debate. It’s a very tricky thing. I
am very careful with my team, saying that they
should make sure that they don’t convince the
minister they should do visible learning,
because then it won’t work. You’ve got to con-
vince the schools, and sometimes you should
work at a communal level, because one school
at a time is a very expensive way of doing it. As
Michael Fullan, lead from the middle. So, yes,
of course, it’s very political.

HK: If we turn back to the questions about translation
and look at the political, research and economy.
How much of a politician, a researcher and a
businessman would you describe yourself as?

JH: I am primarily a researcher, always have been.
For 40 years now. When I started with
Cognition, I said to them that if I am involved
and it is about me, it will fail. It cannot be
based around one person. I give them 30 days
a year for travel and speaking. I have five jobs
here in Melbourne; one of them is a political
job as Chair of AITSL (Australian Institute for
Teaching and School Leadership). I am also
Deputy Dean of the Faculty, Co-director of
the Science of Learning Centre, Director for
the Melbourne Educational Research Institute,
and supervise more than 20 PhD students and
teach courses. I really enjoy that; it is quite nice

to have that impact and make sure politicians
do not do some of the crazy things they may
do. I think I am getting better in how to be in
that political space and survive.
Businessman? No, I am not a businessman. If I
was in this for the money, I probably could
have made millions of dollars. My problem if I
put up a private company is that then I would
be doing what I did ten years ago to maintain
the business. I don’t want to do what I did ten
years ago; I want to create new research. I am a
hopeless businessman, and that’s why I leave it
to Cognition to do that side of it. I do have a
very strong contract with them. As I say: every
time you deliver my work, my reputation is on
the line. I am a bit of all these things, but
primarily, I am still a researcher. I still get my
articles rejected like every other researcher.

HK: And you are the quality stamp, which you
couldn’t be if you were not a researcher.

JH: Absolutely correct. And the other beauty is that I
do get all the data. I get all the data, e.g. from
Denmark where I get data from all those schools,
obviously without the kids’ names. Data is my
main interest. Like yesterday, I got all the mind-
frame data from around 10,000 teachers. That’s
the excitement of being an academic. The playing
with data. The interpretation of the evidence, the
discovery of new ways of seeing the world; that’s
the fun part of the job.
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