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Outline 
  

Believe in the evidence and not anecdotes (ie how bad it can get) 

Inspiration by evidence-based champions (ie it’s getting lonely out here) 

How to make evidence-based decisions about treatment for poor readers (ie 

a step-by-step guide) 

Examples (ie hammering it home) 
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BELIEVE IN EVIDENCE - NOT ANECDOTES 

  

How bad it can get 

4 OFFICE  I  FACULTY  I  DEPARTMENT 

“INSTINCTIVE CORRECTNESS” 
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ANECDOTES 
Flossing 

EVIDENCE 
Flossing 
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INSPIRATION FROM EVIDENCE-BASED 
CHAMPIONS 

  

IMPORTANCE OF EVIDENCE IN GENERAL 
Ben Goldacre 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h4MhbkWJzKk 
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IMPORTANCE OF EVIDENCE IN EDUCATION 
Ben Goldacre 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nui3ywlVP9I 

IMPORTANCE OF EVIDENCE FOR POOR READERS 
Dorothy Bishop 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2tBX-lRE2FI 
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HOW TO MAKE EVIDENCE-BASED DECISIONS 
ABOUT TREATMENTS FOR POOR READERS 

  

EVIDENCE PYRAMID 
Not all scientific evidence is equal 

STEP 1 

STEP 2 + 3 
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Step 1: Find a systematic review 
A review of controlled trials of a treatment in poor readers 

“treatment x” AND systematic review OR meta analysis OR review 

At least 1 

Poor readers? Independent? 
Peer reviewed? English? 

Yes 

Use conclusion 

Go to step 2 

None 

Go to step 2  

No 

Step 2: DIY systematic review 

“treatment x” AND randomised controlled trial OR RCT OR controlled trial OR study  

DIY review of controlled trials of a treatment in poor readers 

None At least 1 

Go to step 3 No poor readers Poor readers? Independent? 
Peer reviewed? English? 

Go to step 3 

Control No controls 

Go to step 3 

Yes No 

Go to step 3 

Treated improve 
more than control 

Treated improve 
same as control 
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Step 3: Use indirect evidence 

 Treatment 

Poor reading Poor reading 
is

 k
no

w
n 

to
 im

pr
ov

e 

Trained skill 

✗✓ 

DIY review of controlled trials of what a treatment claims to train in poor readers 

is
 k

no
w

n 
to

 im
pr

ov
e 

? 

Step 3a: Find out what a treatment claims to train 

“treatment x” 
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Step 3b: Find out if that training improves poor reading 

Step 3: Use indirect evidence 

 Treatment 

Poor reading Poor reading 

is
 k

no
w

n 
to

 im
pr

ov
e 

Trained skill 

✗✓ 

DIY review of controlled trials of what a treatment claims to train in poor readers 

is
 k

no
w

n 
to

 im
pr

ov
e 

? ✓ ✗
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Step 4: Strike out 

No systematic review 

No studies for DIY  
systematic review  

No indirect evidence 

Conclusion: 
 no scientific evidence  

Do not try treatment 

Evidence-based decision Stab in dark 

Try treatment 

Beware of the brain 

Brain data cannot tell us if an educational treatment works or not 

If a program did not improve language, but did change the brain, would you buy it? 

If a program did improve language, but did not change the brain, would you not buy it? 

Focus on the behaviour (i.e., speaking, understanding) and not the brain 
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Beware of the anecdote 

Biased 

Subjective 

Confounded by other factors (e.g., treatments) 

Cognitive dissonance  

 

EXAMPLES (IE HAMMERING IT HOME) 
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Distal and proximal treatments of poor reading 

Distal (indirect) treatments 

 

Proximal (direct) treatments 

FAST FORWORD (STEP 1) 
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Fast ForWord 
“… develops the cognitive skills that enhance learning” 

Step 1: Find a systematic review 
A review of controlled trials of Fast Forword in poor readers 

Fast Forword AND systematic review OR meta analysis OR review 

1 

Poor readers? Independent? 
Peer reviewed? English? 

Yes 

Use conclusion 

Little or 
no effect 
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LITERACY PLANET (STEP 2) 

  

Literacy Planet 
“pre-reading, phonics, sight words, reading, spelling, vocabulary, comprehension, grammar and punctuation” 
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29 

Step 1: Find a systematic review 
A review of controlled trials of Literacy Planet in poor readers 

Literacy planet AND systematic review OR meta analysis OR review 

Go to step 2 

None 

Step 2: DIY systematic review 

Literacy Planet AND randomised controlled trial OR RCT OR controlled trial OR study  

DIY review of controlled trials of Literacy Planet in poor readers 

1 

Poor readers? Independent? 
Peer reviewed? English? 

Control 

Yes 

Treated improve 
more than control 

Significant effects 
on some reading 

tests 
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JUNGLE MEMORY (STEP 3) 

  

Jungle Memory 
“… trains Working Memory … use this skill in … Reading, Writing, and Math” 
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33 

Step 1: Find a systematic review 
A review of controlled trials of Jungle Memory in poor readers 

Jungle Memory AND systematic review OR meta analysis OR review 

Go to step 2 

None 

Step 2: DIY systematic review 

Jungle Memory AND randomised controlled trial OR RCT OR controlled trial OR study  

Your own review of controlled trials of Jungle Memory in poor readers 

None 

Go to step 3 
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Poor reading Poor reading 
is

 k
no

w
n 

to
 im

pr
ov

e 

Trained skill 

✗✓ 

is
 k

no
w

n 
to

 im
pr

ov
e 

? 

Step 3: Use indirect evidence 
DIY review of controlled trials of what Jungle Memory claims to train in poor readers 

 Treatment 

“Jungle Memory” 

Working 
Memory 

Step 3a: Find out what a treatment claims to train 
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Step 3b: Find out if that training improves poor reading 

Step 1: Find a systematic review 
A review of controlled trials of working memory in poor readers 

Working memory AND systematic review OR meta analysis OR review 

1 

Poor readers? Independent? 
Peer reviewed? English? 

Yes 

Use conclusion 

no convincing 
evidence … 

generalisation ... 
word decoding 



15/06/17	

20	

Poor reading Poor reading 
is

 k
no

w
n 

to
 im

pr
ov

e 

Trained skill 

✗

is
 k

no
w

n 
to

 im
pr

ov
e 

? 

Step 3: Use indirect evidence 
DIY review of controlled trials of what a Jungle Memory claims to train in poor readers 

 Treatment 

Working 
memory  

✗

ARROWSMITH (STEP 4) 
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Arrowsmith 
“strengthen the underlying weak cognitive capacities” 

42 

Step 1: Find a systematic review 
A review of controlled trials of Arrowsmith in poor readers 

Arrowsmith AND systematic review OR meta analysis OR review 

Go to step 2 

None 
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Step 2: DIY systematic review 

Arrowsmith AND randomised controlled trial OR RCT OR controlled trial OR study  

Your own review of controlled trials of Arrowsmith in poor readers 

None 

Go to step 3 

Poor reading Poor reading 

is
 k

no
w

n 
to

 im
pr

ov
e 

Trained skill 

✗✓ 

is
 k

no
w

n 
to

 im
pr

ov
e 

? 

Step 3: Use indirect evidence 
DIY review of controlled trials of what a Arrowsmith claims to train in poor readers 
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“Arrowsmith” 

Weak 
cognitive 
capacities 

Step 3a: Find out what a treatment claims to train 

Step 3b: Find out if that training improves poor reading 
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47 

Step 1: Find a systematic review 
A review of controlled trials of cognitive capacity in poor readers 

Cognitive capacity AND systematic review OR meta analysis OR review 

Go to step 2 

None 

Step 2: DIY systematic review 

Cognitive capacity AND randomised controlled trial OR RCT OR controlled trial OR study  

DIY review of controlled trials of cognitive capacity in poor readers 

None 

Go to step 3 
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Poor reading Poor reading 
is

 k
no

w
n 

to
 im

pr
ov

e 

Trained skill 
is

 k
no

w
n 

to
 im

pr
ov

e 

? 

Step 3: Use indirect evidence 
DIY review of controlled trials of what a Arrowsmith claims to train in poor readers 

Weak 
cognitive 
capacities 

? 

No systematic review 

No studies for DIY  
systematic review  

No indirect evidence 

Do not try treatment 

Conclusion: 
 no scientific evidence  

Evidence-based decision Stab in dark 

Try treatment 

✓ 
✓ 
✓ 

✓ 
✓ 
✓ 

Step 4: Strike out 
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Outline 
  

Believe in the evidence and not anecdotes (ie how bad it can get) 

Inspiration by evidence-based champions (ie it’s getting lonely out here) 

How to make evidence-based decisions about treatment for poor readers (ie 

a step-by-step guide) 

Examples (ie hammering it home) 

THANK YOU (FOR NOT BELIEVEING IN 
INSTINCTIVE CORRECTNESS) 

  


