15,000 Hours - Summary by Ludi Simpson

15,000 llours ~ published by Open Books, 1979. Financed by ILEA,

directed from the Institute of Pasychiatry, University of London.
Design: 12 Inner London Education Authority secondary schools,

selected to be representative of different school types. Class-
room obgervation, teacher interviews, and school records uged in

data analysis.

INDEPENDENT VARTIABLES

Intake cgggécteristics

(Social class; verbal reasoning group at age 11)
Physical characteristics
(Size, age, type, site of school)

46 "Process Variables" (eg . emphasis on homework, sports prizes

available, school uniform, degree of discipline). 39 of these
were also summed to give one overall "process" variable, labelled

the schools "ethos".

DEPENDENT VARTABLES
a) Attendance
b) Attainment
c) Behaviour

a) Delinquency.

MAIN CONCLUSION - "Not only were pupils influenced by the way they were
dealt with as individuals, but also there was a group influence
resulting from the ethos of the mchool as a gocial institution.....
Schools can do much to foster good behaviour and attainments, and even

L}
in a disadvantaged area, schools can be a force for the good.
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Criticisms

l. Non-random sampling. 12 schools were selected to be representative

of different school types. It is difficult to see to what population
(if any) these can be generalised, so the use of statistical signi-
ficance tests, which aim to determine whether a result in a sample
can be generalised to a vopulation, is highly suspects I feel

that it would be legitimate to generalise the results to situations
which resembled the study one, This would presumably mean other
ILuA schools, but even other inner city schools or even other

inner cify gchools in the UK. Is ti.is not too harsh? 5Surely,
there is no 'real danger of invalidating the results - S3k2? \ell,
comrion sense or a 'gut feeling' may make one wish to eneralice
further, but remember that ILLA is far better-off than other UK
inner=-city authorities, so the conclusion that the book reaches
that fluctuations in resources in a well-supplied authority make
little difference cannot be genecralised to argue that expenditure
cuts elsewhere do no harm.

2. Oirnificance tests were in addition used in an extremely Frocrustean

way - results with P .05 being considered significant and reported
and those with P .05 being ignored, With a sample of 12 {or upon
occasion, 8) this leads to some really rather large differences
being ignored, See P,99 where a difference in sverage ranks on

a sample of 12 of 4.0 to 7.8 is described as non-significant

though it is about as large as could arise on a sample of that size.
Also significance levels are quoted rather than estimated fitted
constants, (SR11),

3¢ ‘he 'ethos' variable is dubiously constructed and dubiously interpreted

The items which were used to construct it were selected cut of a
larger set solely on the basis of the significance of their correlation
with the outcome, rather than on substantive considerations such

as the relevance to the measurement of some aspect of a sociological
or educational theory, How serious is this, given that 39 of the
original total of 46 indicators were actually used 'nd only 7
discarded, Commonsense suggests that such a procedure might not
seriously distort results but rather ‘highlight! t.em so that they
appeared slightly more statistically significant than they otherwise
mighte but Pnes (1949) has shown that such a procedure can give
rise to apparently statistically significunt results from data from
tables of random numbers, My own feeling on this is that Priess's

finding is rather surprising - could it be the 1 in 20 chance of a
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5e

false positive on a test? In any event this underlines the
necessity for studics of robustness of statistical techniquese
Jeff tvans in the next part of this discussicn alse criticises the
interpretation of the collection of variables wnich go to make up
the 'ethos! variable, as well as the conceptualisation of the

variable,

There was to be little if any check on the validity of the meosures used.

Surely it not enough simply to ask a teacher how he/she would deal
with misbehaviour by '10 Naughty Children', In such a 'sensitive!
area some kind of comparison with actual behaviour, or behaviour
as reported by (for example) pupils would be necessary for at least
a sample, This type of problem of course occurs in almost any
questionniire-bised research, and has been the subject of much
investigation, but kutter et al seum to ignore this. Answers
could tend to be more representative of what the teachers would
like to do, rather than what they do to, their ideals rather than
their behaviour,

The unit of analysis (the school) hides within school differences

relating to a school's overall' performance, Likewise the use

of the school mean hides the fact that a very important outcome

of schooling is a 'spread' of attaimment within the school

considerably greater than between school mean differences,

This is of course pretty well standard in such research, and it

would not be reansonable to pick on 15,000 Hours specificzlly for this.

hile the authors recognised the importance of controlling for

each school's intake, this control as carried out in the project

was inadeguate

Ignoring the question of whether the right intake variables were
measured, the researchers seem to have unnecessarily weakened the
power of their firstly by using them one at a time, and secondly

by changing the coding of the pretest score from 1 categories to

3, thus both weakening the predictor and giving uncomparable results,
(Perhaps the 3-category coding came from a different source, but

a discussion of this is necessary). 1f contrel for pre-existing
intake differences is inadequate, as I believe it was, than arte~
factual school progress differences can arise, This renders the
very existence of interschool differences suspect which in turn

of course undermines the lengthy explanation of the causes of these

differences,
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7. ‘Alternative or complementary explarm tions, As well as school

ethos or organisation

(a) Fersonalities and experience of teachers, in particular

the head teachers are of particular importance

(b) The ecological effect of the other pupils in the school

in creating a perticular atmosphere

These {(a) and (b) will contribute with school organisation/ethos
towards success or otherwise, One is always dubious about ovutting
forward such alternatives but any result of these would contribute
a school effect'! as defined in the book and I suspect that parents
at least would consider them to be more important, Yet they are
not measured or mentioned by the researchers,
There is nothing purely statistical about these criticisme -
perhaps the only justification for a statistician to put them
forward would be if only statisticians were capable of penetrating
through the numberage sufficiently to notice the gaps.

8, [he statistical methodology was not well explained and so difficult

to checke 1In varticular the statistical appendix would be incompre-
hensible to anyone except a statistican, and thus be of no benefit
to the teachers, administrators and parents at whom the book was
presumably aimeds On the other hand it would tell a statistician

nothing new.

I feel strongly that the ideal role for a Statistical Appendix is to
give and explain the technique used to those reading the rest of the
boock, if at all possible. With a standard technique, such as the log-
linear analysis used in the book a heuristicand intuitive description
should suffice, together with a reference to a standard article or
{preferably) textbook. Any new techniques or theories derived should

also be described, and here one may have to be more mathematicale

In 15,000 Hours however the technique and its aprlications were quite

standard and the appendix could serve only to mystify readers,
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9« Iwelve case studies would have been equally useful, ‘he design

was poor, falling uncomfortably between case-study and survey.

12 units is really too small a number for statistical anslysis

and more must have been lost in the attempt than could be gained
by the use of statistical techniques. It is difficult tc escape
the conclusion that the only benefit of the statistical procedures

was to give am air of respectability,

10, Gecondary analysise To gain access to the schools, the research
team had to obtain the permission of IL:bA, The latter have refused
on grounds of confidentiality to allow secondary znalysis of the
dita. If research cannot be checked, it's useless in helping

ascertaining the truth; This sensitivity of administrators

nnd teachers in the long run will seriously discredit research -

not only will it be useless but it will be seen to be useless,

A similar problem arose with N. Bennett's Teaching Styles and Fupil

Progress: the researcher originally declined to allow other
resenrchers to have access despite the fact that one of the teachers

had appeared on television with her class}

11, Critics have commented on what might be succinctly described as
‘hype', i.e, rromotion of a product beyond its instrinsive merits,
To quote Wedge (1979).

'The second count concerns ambiguities in the presentation. ightly,

the project team report tentatively a Y"strong inference® that "school

life had truly iniluenced children's attendance, behaviour and attainment"
and stress that this was "not a direct demonstration of an influence',

but one also reads seemingly more bold assertions: !Much of the effects

of secondary schools were linked with their features as social organisations',
Or again, "our findings suggested that punils behaved better snd achieved
more when teachers treated them in ways which emphasised their successes
and votential rather than those which focussed on their failings and
shortcomings'"e To the sophisticated reader of research reports, this

last statement contains Hwo clues that a neat cause=effect relationship
has not been establisheds But those '"professionally involved in teaching"
or 'with a care for the quality of education today"m for who the publisher
tells us this report is 'vital'!, are not in general sophisticated readers
of research reports. Thus, narticularly for the practitioner, regrettably,
the revort disappoints because it is not always sufficiently explicit

and hence is coenfusing, FParadoxically, at times the techniques uued are

too com:lex to be simply expressed for lay rcading, but the authors include

]
them, 24



iiedge's comments scem to me to have substance, However, they are

comrents which do not need a statistician to make them. wedge is not

a statistician,
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