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READING BETWEEN THE NUMBERS

A Critical Guide to Educational Research
RADICAL STATISTICS EDUCATION GROUP

Statistics lend an aura of infallibility to findings from farge-scale educational research.
In fact, the findings are often used to silence thase wishing to speak up for their own
legitimate interests.

This pamphlet is written for ‘consumers’ of educational research, including teachers,
students, parents and administrators. It aims to make them more competent and more
confident when evaluating research. Not only does it provide a checklist for assessing
the statistical qualities of the research, it also shows how the social and political origins
of the research and its impact must be questioned.

A feature of the pamphlet is its focus on three recent studies in education:

-

Neville Bennett's Teaching Styles and Pupil Progress
National Children’s Bureau Progress in Secondary Schools
Michael Rutter et al’s Fifteen Thousand Hours

*

The pamphiet points the way to more critical reading of future research, and thus aims
to contribute to campaigns to improve education,
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Radical Statistics Education Group ISBN 0 8502541 9 3 Published Septembyr 19752
by BSSRS Publications Ltd, Paperback. Price £1 25 plus 25p postage and pacharg,
Reduced price of £1 each when 10 or more copies are ordered together.

The Education Subgroupgs pamphlet 'Reading Between The Numbers' has
had useful reviews - see this page and the nlgt - and had sold
200 copies within the first fortnight of publication. Rush orders

to 9 Poland Street...
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AttacLs on teachcrs and the educa-

‘tion service can often be based on

badiy. produced. or. wrongiy-pre-

-sented educational research, says a .
group. of - statlstlmans -and resear: .

-

chers.

In-a pamphlet on the ahuse of
-educational - ¥esearch, ..the - Radical

Statistics Group says that many con"

troversial-policies — such as closing a
village school or claims about the

- Progress,
" Bureau’s

.} o

,by Philip Venning

‘the Natlona! Chlldre"s
Progress  in Secondury
Schools,  and Michael Rautter's Fil-
teen Thousand Hours — the authors

-argue that each has created an edu-

cational myth. The alleged failurc of
informal teaching in pnmary schouls

.-»was-one such myth.

- *We have_often been appalled at
the way statistics have been used (o
justify conclusions and recommencds -

irrelevance of class size - are oflen  tions which will clearlv harm tic
justified by referring to research  educational system,” they sav.
: that does not show this. In Tooking” at research tezche:s

But teachers and parents were

. often powerless to chailenge this

: justification because they took little

interest-in-the research and had to
relv on .over-simplified newspaper
TENOTS,

Many people were bored, con-
fused or downright dismissive of
educational research, which seemed
to produce results that were either

obvious or nonsense, “dressed upin -

incomprehensible jargon-. .. and
abscure .statistical techniques™.. .. .
In a detailed look at three famous

-pieces of recent sresearch — Neville .
‘Bennett’s Teaching Stvles and Pupil

4 critical  guide

needed to ask, among other things,
who had commissioned it. "Oniv in
one of our three case studies could
direct link be postuiated bcmecn
sponsorship and finished product,”
sav the authors.

This critique of the NCh study,
by Caroline Cox and John Murks.
was ‘carried out under the azgis of
the .Conservative-funded Cenire 1o
Policy Studies.

-Reading between lhe numibers: a
to - educational re-

search. . From: Radical Suatistics
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Bravely, in the circumstances, a group of researchers have set out to prove that all research isn’t perfect. Rick Rogers reports

Trying to shed light on those academic smokescxeens

THE RESULTS of educa-
tional rcsearch are used to
silence the legitimate con-
cerns of those wishing to
speak up for their own
interests. That's the claim of
a group of researchers and
statistictang drawn largely
from the University of
London Institute of Educa-
tinn and the National Chil-
dren’s Buread.

Known collectively as the
Radieal Statistics Education
Group, they iInclude their
own professions dn the cri-

ticlsm, along with the media, -
politicians and pollcymakers.

The victims of reseanch are

the consumers — deachers,

parents, students  and,
curiously, administrators. So
the Group has published a
guide to help  confumers
check out the walidily of
research findings, the claims
made for that research, and
then make up their own

minds, .
The guide, Reading Bet-
ween the Numbers, focuses

on three major studies; Ben-
neit’s Teaching Styles and
Fupil  Progress, Rutter's
15,600 Hours, and the NCB's
Progress in  Secondary

Echools. It explains mwhat they
concluded and why. Each

dealt with k educational
issues: formal / informel
teaching methods, . school

effectiveness, selective / com-
prehensive schools.

All made a public impact,
were controversial, . and
influence policymakin at
national and schoo! level. The
guide then develops a set of
criteria for checking the
* statistical - responsibility *
both of the research and cri.
tice of the research, .. °*

Dougal Hutchison, prineipal -

statisticlan at the Nationd

Children’s Bureau, says the
problems of research are not
just “ real-world ™ ones: for .
example, which policy works
best. Rather, you must ook

carefully at the way research
is devised and earrled out;

“ Bring to.the surfrce tha '
underlying soclal and poli- |
tical assumptions a reseanch'

model 1Is built on.”

Do the - indicators dmsen -

properly reflect the
being tested ?
same conclusions be reached
if a different sample were
used 7 Have all the variabies
been accounted for 2 Has the

THE  Gunt AN

" fhappropriate
" tést Lhe concept of formal

~a valuable edutcational

Would the

right level of education been
looked at for the study’s aims
-— pupils, schools, local auth-
orities ? Are there discrepan-

* cles between the findings and
the fina]l set of conclusions?

Is there evidente of decep-
tlon: claiming something
that Is not in the evidence?
‘The three studies are
briefly rc-analysed to show
consumers how it <an be
done —— and {o see if the
studies stand up f{o tho

- responsibility Jtest ‘Thay ali,

in part, fall. -
i For example, Bennett used
indicators to

and informal teaching styles.
The NUB study’s reading test
was only parily vakid, Tt is
hard to generalise natlonally
about .the - London . $chools
used in the Ruttet study.
‘In spite of such failings,
each study remains, in part,
oL
ment. The -need, says tihe
guide, is .to be able- to sort
one from the other. \
But there is'a second st
‘What - the.. Group calls
demystificatlorl Research
does not exist in a vaouum.
Its uitimate wuse s to per-

e
3\'['5/ oL
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- presented ? The
- describes, with dlstasle, the
¢ paperback ¥ hyping't.of the

: jgnored

suade, and to produce sups |
porh for policies and practice,

So consumers must ask -

snother serles of questions.

it formuiated — the process
of selecting and _rejecting

areas of study to produce tha .
conceptual framework ? For
example, 15,000 Hours' “chose |

school  elhos  over achonl'
Tesources,
How far was the’ resnrch

gulde

Bennett and Ritter sludies.

Both had massive ' publcity =

and media Jaunch — surely
a valid way of alerting maner
more consumers 40 new ev
dence. But after the. flrst

© burst of publicity, «discussion |

of research goes:ion behind

+ closed academic doors and in

sthaM-circulation -+ journals. .

" The near Udurn reassessment .
i largely

of PBennett way -
b{ the med'{a ~
The o

have corclusions been used
and abused ? Do they. merely
serve the prevalhng attitude
of the f{ime? The .guid

- The NCB study

Hrighttol

: ngterm 13- im a& .
should be looked at; tOo.

" ghows how decisions® on

* resources and school closures

have been " jJustified” by

. reference zo Rutter or BEn-‘
Who commissioned and spon. - Dett.
sored the research 7 How was

. The G-roup acknuwledges lt

1‘3 not objective either, It is °
“appalled at how statistics .

are used to A ustify decisions
that clesrty harm the educa-
tion system ™. Thus it directs
fte fire at 15,000 Hours
because ft played down the
importance of resource allo-™
+ cation in school performance.
ets through
- relatively unscathed — the
guide focuses more on - ihe.
right- wing -criticism of the

1 place. fe s
w The ."Giroup falso acoapts
that aparenls and teachers are’
Jor ‘guddance on
%od practice from' research.
ut-we are fed to expect too
much, Jeff Evans, senlor sta-
tistk‘.s lectwrer at- Middlesex
uic, #ays. it is over-
mistic to expect one piece

resent:h ‘to prove sotne- 't

thing -beyond doubt. . * That
* would be nice. But Just
glving an idea of what would

study. However, it does dis-
. ereetly wonder If the study
. Was worth domg in the first

be Imitfu! o try out should
be enough” -

The guide’s message is that
consumers should not be

cowed by the complexities of .

 statistics, nmor the academic
smokescreen of research. But
the guide itself shows up the .
difficulties. For it, too, some-'

" times @assumes a moré-lhan.’
basic knowledge of statistics ;

and a ready access to hardto- :
get in'format;on

! Radbcal Statisllcs says it p
w1ll give extra help_ if con- ‘A

~gumers make contact. But the
and =~ peripatetic |

ghocstring
i"am"’ of the Group would
;keem to rufle out the detailed
‘back-up required. SUll, it's a
;valuable - beginning. Mahy

- !more consumers will now be

ready to start checking just
lwhat does . He behi thé
rheadlines © that "NeW’
(tesearch shows .a."‘
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