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R

5.5 Using Vaiue Added for School Improvement?

The current state of knowledge suggests that for value added analyses to serve the
cause of school improvement, the following points need to be borne in mind:

*

Data rarely speaks for itself: even the most rigorous quantitative analysis needs
to be treated with caution, since it depends on a series of prior decisions — not
necessarily obvious to the recipients — about what has been measured and how it
has been measured. There are always important aspects of school performance
that have not yet been measured, and often other ways, better or worse, of
measuring things. One item that always needs to be made plain, for example, is
whether the measured differences between schools (or departments) are significant,
i.e. not just a function of the normal random distribution of results. So the full
meaning of the data must surely emerge from the interaction between ‘the numbers
on the page’ and what school staff bring from their professional judgement of their
pupils, the school’s context, etcetera.

‘School improvement’ is not self-evident: despite the years of painstaking
research into school effectiveness and improvement, there is no formula by which
we can link identified inputs at classroom, year group or school level with desirable
outcomes, like an increase in test scores. The notion that one can transfer practices
in effective schools to ineffective schools has been shown to be particularly
problematic. This is hardly surprising: schools are complex institutions and ‘what
works’ is likely to be a combination of the transferable and the unique, arising from
professionalism and personality; pedagogy and pastorality, mission and ethos; the
rational and non-rational. A major hypothesis of any guidance should be that
different kinds of schools need different kinds of strategy — schools are complex
organisations with different backgrounds and starting points.

Schools are not homogenous: within any organisation, there are likely to be both
missionaries and blockers of a new idea or initiative; left and right hands; change
agents, vested interests, defensive positions, hidden agendas, intrigues; more, or
less, commitment to consultation at different levels within the hierarchy; delaymg
tactics, forced pace, wait-and-see management stances; sometimes major
differences of style and substance between key people on crucial issues. And so
on. It is a short-hand bordering on an untruth to talk of ‘schools’ — as we often do
— as if they were monolithic agents, rather than micro-political institutions. Value
added analyses are impartial in their intention, but rarely neutral in their effect in
such a context.

Therefore, value added analyses are an innovation to be managed like any
other. All of the above factors mean that when it comes to working with
performance data of a kind that attempts to identify stremgths and expose
weaknesses in performance, planned active management of its dissemination is
necessary. But not sufficient: there also needs to be an understanding of the in-
school processes by which the data can be ‘translated’ into an instrument for
helping staff make improvements, rather than simply undermining them or
entrenching some of them more deeply. What was discovered in the 1980s about
the complexities of managing change needs to be re-activated.
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In conclusion, even though value added measures are only part of the story of school
effectiveness, it is hard to see how schools can take steps towards improving pupils’
performance without using — and actively seeking to use — data of the highest possible
quality. Value added analyses represent a major step towards this goal. But it is
imperative that the analyses are based on valid and reliable data which is analysed and
disseminated in such a way to be useful and appropriate to the complex and often
long-term task of raising achievement. The emphasis in the management of valued
added should be on continuing professional development and diagnosing the quality of
teaching and learning.
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6. CONCLUSIONS: THE FUTURE FOR VALUE ADDED IN
EDUCATION

Value added is clearly here to stay, at least for the foreseeable future. As was said in
Section 1, the introduction of the national value added system from autumn 1998 can
be seen as the culmination of a decade of sustained and public argument about how to
measure the performance of pupils in the nation’s schools in a way which sheds lLight
on progress as well as standards. It should be clear from the evidence in Sections 2, 3
and 4 how much work has been put into developing the concepts, methods and
procedures for doing so.

Even so, as was claimed in the preceding section, one of the most difficult questions to
answer with any certainty is: Is the effort involved, at every level, in producing all this
information - especially highly sophisticated analyses of performance data -
wortbwhile? Does it help improve education, and young people’s achievements, in
practice? These must be the overarching questions for the value added agenda in
future.

Whilst researchers have an ethical as well as political duty to investigate ways in which
these questions can continue to be addressed, we need to be aware of the limits of
research. First of all, all data is imperfect and historical. (This does not, of course,
absolve researchers from the requirement to establish as far as possible the validity,
reliability, generalisability and transferability of their findings.) Value added data (or
any quantitative data based on averages and aggregates) is inherently probabilistic and
has a degree of statistical uncertainty built into it. The search for a school
effectiveness measure which can summarise how well a school is performing, and is
also simple to calculate, understand and use, is bound to be ultimately fruitless. And of
course, not all that is desirable in terms of educational outcomes is measurable. The
requirement is rather that data should be fit for the purpose; and this means knowing
what the purpose of data is. The key questions to which school managers, LEA
advisers/inspectors and national government agencies need data-supported answers are
likely to overlap but also to have irreducible differences. As was argued in Section 3,
value added data which is relevant and useful for internal evaluation and review, for
example, is unlikely to be sufficiently valid and reliable for making public comparisons
of effectiveness and decisions about spending or school closures.

Secondly, the school improvement agenda is a particularly challenging one, for
government, for schools, for teachers and for the community at large. It entails a
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pluralist and dynamic view of success which takes into account the changing needs of
society and the labour market on the one hand and the devolution of decision-making
to local level on the other. Although managers and policy-makers should be tireless in
their search for high quality evidence, research and evaluation in themselves are a
necessary but not sufficient basis for decision-making about what to do, and what will
work, in different institutional, local and national contexts.

However, three major areas of school improvement research which can support the
agenda for value added in future are:

6.1 Identifying and Addressing Under-Achievement

Tackling the under-achievement of a substantial proportion of young people is a
priority for most developed industrial countries, in order to reduce economic wastage,
retain people in learning later in life, and provide greater satisfaction and career
progression for individuals. Under-achievement in school may take different forms,
with different aetiologies, such as:

+ individual subject areas with problems of capacity, organisation and management;

+ teaching and learning styles, and/or the curriculum diet, not appropriate for a
(changing) school population;

+ inadequate flows, and use, of information about the progress being made by pupils
between public tests and examinations;

+ a small number of pupils who show persistent under-achievement throughout their
school career;

+ pupils not having equal access to resources in practice, because of low self- or
teacher-expectations;

+ deep-rooted problems facing many of the pupil population, such as high local rates
of unemployment, poor housing and poverty.

There are no easy answers to such problems, and interactive solutions need to be
devised at national, local, institutional, classroom and individual levels. Diagnosis may
be impeded if under-achievement is conflated with low achievement. It is crucial to
know whether pupils and schools are attaining the levels of performance which they
could and should be expected to do. Schools getting good results may nonetheless be
under-performing relative to what their pupils could be expected to achieve given, for
example, their level of ability on entry to the school; and, of course, vice versa. Some
recent unpublished NFER work analysing aggregated QUASE data (Schagen, 1998)
suggests that schools which are under-performing in this way display distinctly
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different characteristics from those which are over-performing. The former are more
likely to be located in inner cities, with lower levels of parental support, and higher
percentages of pupils eligible for free school meals and/or diagnosed as having learning
difficulties.

As Mortimore and Whitty (1997) persuasively argued, the influence of socio-economic
factors on school performance is clear, and a strong case could be made for targeting
financial and material resources and other forms of support on disadvantaged schools.
At the very least, better methods for controlling for these factors in value added
analyses are clearly needed; there is also more work to be done on devising the most
sensitive measures for assessing prior attainment and socio-economic factors, and on
checking that the right models are being applied; the NFER is contributing to this
important area of policy-related research.

Moreover, schools are often differentially effective for different groups of pupils — as
much value added work, including that of the NFER, also shows. Yet only if the
‘school effect’ is enhanced for all pupils, irrespective of sex, age, ethnicity, ability or
socio-economic context, can under-achievement be said to have been addressed. At
the school level, diagnosing precisely where a school’s problems lie is a critical first
step for which detailed value added data is particularly useful. (See Saunders, 1996.)

But the body of knowledge about the ways schools influence outcomes for different
pupils is not well developed: more research is needed both into the generalisability of
models of educational effectiveness and into the links between class/teacher and school
effects. The quote from Goldstein (1997) is worth repeating: [The conditions for
valid inference] imply considerable expenditure of thought and resowrces as well as
the long term follow-up of large numbers of students, schools and classrooms. They
need to be replicated across educational systems, phases and types of schooling. Like
other leading institutions, the NFER is committed to working collaboratively with
practitioners and with academics in the UK and overseas in order to help build such a
body of combined empirical and theoretical knowledge.

6.2 Institutional Development

The decision to devolve funding and planning to school or ‘site’ level has made great
demands on both government and school managers. On the one hand, a national
educational system is composed in practice of highly diverse individual ‘ecologies’,
that is, schools with a huge range of different starting-points, profiles and priorities
that require different strategies for change. No single approach to improvement will
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therefore work in every case, and national policy can only ever be a crude instrument.
A great onus is on headteachers and senior management teams to demonstrate
improvements in their pupils’ achievements through their strategic planning and
resource deployment. The studies carried out in the late *80s and early *90s identified
key characteristics of effective schools in terms of a policy and management
orientation, such as:

+ clear school mission;

+ effective site management;

+ instructional leadership;

+ climate of high expectations;
+ shared and clear goals;

+ safe and orderly environment;

+ collaborative working relationships.

Much has since been written about the shortcomings of school effectiveness models,
both in themselves and for contributing relevant information for school improvement.
For example, important work has been done on ‘failing’ schools which suggests that
such institutions are pot simply deficient in one or more of the effectiveness correlates
but have their own ‘pathologies’ (see Reynolds, 1996). Yet one valuable insight was
that a school is more than just the sum of its parts. It cannot be seriously doubted that
there is a consequent need for whole-school planning, development and review, seen in
terms of a continuous cycle usually referred to as school development planning. As the
DfEE guidance argues (see, for example, GB. DfEE, 1996; GB. DfEE. SEU, 1997,
OFSTED, 1998), an integral part of this cycle must be systematic self-evaluation by
schools. This should be tailored to reflect their own challenges and priorities rather
than be confined to a single standard model. The process needs to be supported by
LEA advisors, and to make use of current research findings in a way which is sensitive
to school managers’ and teachers’ thinking.

But it is clear that the culture of school self-evaluation is not yet fully formed. As the
Centre for Educational Research and Innovation (St John-Brooks1995) put it:

Although evaluators in most countries would like to develop a ‘climate
of review’ in the schools they are assessing, this is hard to achieve —
except in schools which already have a self-confident staff and effective
leadership — without a substantial input of professional training. But
the act of collecting data for the indicators and more general criteria
used in evaluations, and discussing their use, can help schools to focus
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on and analyse their task; this important aspect is ripe for development
in many countries.

This would seem to summarise the current position in England and Wales.

The NFER has been active in developing models and materials to support systematic
institutional self-evaluation: see, for example, Saunders et al., 1996; Saunders, 1998.
Even so — as was argued in Section 5 — more attention must be paid by researchers and
policy-makers to institutional context and culture if performance data analyses are to
make a difference to school practice.

One small note of warning may need to be sounded, however, so that school managers
keep firmly in mind that the ultimate purpose of school self-evaluation is to get better
at meeting the needs of their students. Otherwise, this may be the outcome:

I used to think that this school cared about how well I was doing. Now
I just think the only thing it cares about is how well it’s doing. (Year
10 student, quoted in MacBeath et al., 1996, p. 47)

6.3 Partnership between Schools and Local Education
Authorities

In a devolved system such as now exists in England and Wales, different functions
must be carried out at different levels. A key issue for educational partnerships is to
identify at what level ~ institutional, local, regional and national — the different
functions of regulation, advice and guidance, strategic planning, resource allocation
and quality assurance should come into play, and how the different levels can
effectively be linked with each other. In this context, LEAs need to be bridges
between national policy-making bodies and individual institutions. The most important
kinds of function which can be fulfilled by LEAs in relation to school improvement are:

+ to assist with quality control, by inspecting and regulating schools according to a
statutory set of criteria or performance indicators;

+ to develop quality assurance, by challenging and supporting schools to interrogate
and improve their own practice; this includes the production and dissemination of
management information, especially comparative performance data analyses, and
support for school self-review;

+ to help change the cuiture, by mediating long-term partnerships between the
educational ‘stakeholders’ (schools, parents, enterprises, higher education
institutions, social services agencies, the voluntary sector and local communities).
When it comes to raising the level of young people’s achievements and aspirations,
schools clearly cannot do it all by themselves.
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Different LEAs are at very different stages of development in these key areas.
Interestingly, current work at the NFER is revealing that school senior managers’
expectations of the LEA and its role in raising achievement are not the same in the late
*90s as they were earlier in the decade. Rather than autonomy and devolution,
headteachers seem to be looking for leadership, strategic planning and intervention on
the part of the LEA. This is an important message for LEAs to take on board in view
of their enhanced role in school improvement.

6.4 Final Thoughts

School effectiveness and improvement — and their connections with ‘value added’
analyses — are exciting, but sometimes frustrating, areas to be working in. Whilst there
is a great deal that we now know about both effectiveness and improvement, the
challenges which remain for research into value added are substantial. They include:

+ isolating the pupil- and school-level factors which are associated with better or
worse performance but are still undiagnosed;

+ deriving better models of what makes schools effective for different groups of
pupils, especially those who are at greatest risk of under-achievement;

+ having a better theoretical grasp of the role of institutional and local ‘climate’ or
micro-politics in school change and improvement;

+ knowing how to involve teachers more deeply in action research so that teaching
and learning processes in the classroom become a central instead of a peripheral
aspect of this area of research;

+ getting across key messages from the huge body of research findings in ways that
make sense and are coherent and accessible to education managers and
practitioners.

And above all, perbaps, researchers need to hold fast to the idea that there are no quick
fixes, easy answers or standard formulae whilst still believing in the possibilities of,
indeed the necessity of, sustained educational improvement.
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‘value added’ measurement
of school effectiveness:

a critical review

‘value added’ is one of those ideas which make intuitive sense but are harder to pin down in practice. A critical
review of ‘value added’ in education is particularly relevant in the late 1990s. The introduction of the national
value added system from autumn 1998 comes at the end of a decade of sustained and public argument about
how to measure pupils’ performance in a way that sheds light on schools’ contribution to their progress. The
debate on school effectiveness and how to measure it is now integrally linked with the national political agenda
for educational quality. Moreover, the statutory requirement to set ‘challenging but realistic targets’ for schools
and LEAs is bringing value added analyses closer to the everyday life of schools and teachers.

The range of parties currently interested in value added extends from politicians to school senior managers, and
from academic researchers to lay governors. There is consequently a need for continuing discussion which
takes into account not only the technical questions — how most sensitively and informatively to measure added
value — but also the different agendas, expectations and priorities of different stakeholders.

This report (which is an in-depth companion volume to the recently published Overview) reviews over one
hundred articles, reports and features; it concludes that whilst much has been learnt about the contribution of
‘value added’ to school effectiveness and improvement, the challenges which the idea continues to hold out for
practitioners, managers and researchers are substantial.
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