SPENDING AND STANDARDS

Mﬂdrenwhu go to well-funded ~schoels, generously provided with
~teachers, books -and other resources, make-more progress than those
~unlucky  enough te go te schoois,'uhich are less well-provided?
Fasc1nat1ng though this quest1on may be and toplcai as it undoubtedly
is, it 1s not an easy. one to answer.- .Any attempt to answer it
\ preperly,_wou]d requtre a definition of educational “progress which
takes account of .the differing aims. of .individual schools; data on
individual - schools across a range  of local education authorities
{LEAs) and data on individual children as they go through the schools.
These data simply do not exist ﬁhat we do have are some aggregate
data for the 96 LEAs in England - the amount they Spend on each pupil
and the public . examination” results. obtained by pupils in "the later
ﬁstages of thezr secondary schooling - together with, information on the
soc1a1 characterust1cs of the LEAs._ Three'recent1y pub11shed research
reports have used these aggregate'data to see whether there is any
relat10nsh1p between standards and spendzng. Each of them has
concluded that variations in spendlng by LEAs serving broadly 51m11ar
populattons has no effect on exam results. The implications of this
finding hardly need spelling out; at best, it can be used as a'justi-
fication for not spend1ng more on education’ and at worst 1t seems to
provide a justification for spend1ng cuts. Here, I Took cr1t1ca11y at
the techn1ques used to analyse these data and go"on to: consider
~uhether any- ana]ys1s of LEA data can help to answf”" MO e'profound'
”Questlon posed above. ' R e s :
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“The  three ' reports -are (i) the ‘Natignal Council “for Educational
. Standards . study by Narks, Cox and- Pem1an—$rzednack1 (& Standards in
- English-'Schools'). which. was - pﬂbiished last year, (ii). work from.sta-

tisticians at the PES {‘'School Standards and Spend1ng Statxsttca1

Analysis, Statistical Bulletin 16/83) uhach ‘came out last Decgmber

although the main results had beeqtleaked a ;ear before, and (i&i) a

monograph by Roedney Lord, spensored by the'thartereﬁ¢lhstttute-of

‘Public Finance and AECOﬁntancy (CIPFR) 1(‘Va1ue “for Money in
"Education’) which ‘was pub11shed in July. Marks and his_tno colleagues

look only tangent1a!ly at spend1ng “and standards and, dn the who1e,

they are cautious about giving much credence to the1r flnd1ng that

expend1ture and exam results are not related in the 51 (out of 96)

LEAs they studied. But when d1scuss1ng the 1mp11catlons of the1r
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zesults for*’m ey they de -state that "more -teachers: andfm money
. spenk pey pupil-de not -necessarily lead te better examinatien results
and- are. often associated : with vesults -umhich are poor by any
standands®, which is perhaps more emphatic but still allews that the
. same children would get worse results if fewer resources were pro-
vided. The DES work makes ne attempt to draw policy coaclusions from
its findings but Lord, a special adviser.ito a Treasury minister, is
less inhtbited and concludes that “high spending .is no guarantee of a
superior. education, nor that modest expenditure will necessarily lead
.to an inferior one."

Both the DES and Lord used the same stat1st1cal techmque - multiple
regression analysrs - on essentiaﬂy the same data, so the similarity
of their conclusions is hardly surprising. Lookmg Just at the pro-
~ porgion of leavers with 5 0-Levels -then the DES analysis shows that
75% of the variability. between LEAs can be explained by social fac-
tors.  Lord explains only 50% of this variability, but be took.account
only of measures of disadvantage-and excluded a measure: of advantage -
the proportion  of. household heads in non-manual gccupations .- which
the DES used... Indeed, Jesson, Gray and Jomes (TES, 3/8/B4) assert
_that over 80% of this- variability can be explaimed when an allowance
ds made._for children at_independent schools....Clearly, :with social
- . facters :so .important, there is little vaciation: left for, sapen&in-g, or
‘any other variables, to exglam, -Morgover, Lord's aubuﬁhed.ﬂdgu show
_ that.the correlation between secondary 5;!1001 spending, MMmame
of disadvantage is high (0.6). - ..This.is.not unexpecte s given that
variations ~in-central gevernment - ;Hogahm te edueahm ‘haye been
based on just these measures. of: d;saduaptage A{_ld so.we see that an
LEA's exam results can: be accuratelypredicted by .its social con-
ditions. and that variatians "in LEA- spending. are explained by these
social conditions. This combination makes it almost impossible tech-
“nically for the regression method to discover whether expenditure has
an effect on exam performance after allowing for the effect of social

‘ factors.

It is sensible te take account of the influence of social factors on
exam results before considering whether other variables might be
important, - but this approach does have one unfortunate side effect.
The 1981 report from Her Majesty's Inspectors (HMI) on the effects of
local authority expenditure '-pOI'i'cies' on the education service states
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that "in rather more than half of the LEAs, district inspectors
" rgigorted: that parents dnd other individuels are’contributing. funds to

Vi middeR &téwy considerdble-externt for the purchase of such basic ‘items

~ds - "bosks “#hd ‘materials"® ‘and - “"Although many pafents in ‘the more
-af fluent . aréas ~ appear ‘able and willing . to respomad to -requests from
-séhools, ~over 40 HMI observations .refer te schools :in areas of
- unemployment and othér deprivation:where headteachers feel unable to
géek financial help or where fundraising events produce much: smaller
sums.* | Parental contributions ‘as a'-proportion of total- LEA-expen-
diture are of course: small, -but ‘as ‘a-proportion of school:spending on
books and materials they may be substantidl. : But becduse they are
Tikely to be correlated mth the social’ factors, much of the effect
that th1s part!cular expenditure varlable m1ght have on resu1ts is
lost in the regresswn ana]ys1s. o ' e

‘And so we see that even in their own: terms, neither the DES nor the
Lord reports are-at all convincing. ‘Moreover the multiple regression
models that tord has fitted to his data are, ‘to say the least; dubious
from a statistical point of «view. . To give just one example: he seems
~ to ‘inctude both . -overall. spending: and secondary spending in his models,
. ':.evén?-“thohghf--the"_tdirel"a‘ct-ion'=between-= ‘them i570.91. and this makes his

- results very unstable. - 'Value for'Money in’ Education’ and Statistical

o Bﬁﬁét’lﬂﬁiiﬁf&i are - poor examples ‘of ‘educational ‘research-and statisti-

el practice. ‘Mireover,” by leoking only at variation in :Spending bet-
weer LEAS” iand Egroring: wariation s betwerd schobls within LEAS, they
“tannot “be -expected to thrdw: iuch 1ight on the question posed at the
~beginmifg ‘of the article: “In other words, the analyses are conducted
at the wrong level, at the ‘LEA devel and not at ‘the school and
classroom ‘levels, "a “point ‘alse made by Harvey Goldstein in the
-Guardian -(772/84). unfortunately this has not prevented Lord from
using his findings to draw concl usions- about pupil-teacher ratios:
»small classes are no guarantee of achievement*. ' But class sizezcan
‘only have any educational :aeamng ~at “the -‘cassroom level and Lord's
work is silent on this. S

It is not only the quality of this research that worries me. The
results can, indeed are, being- u—s’ed“to-pérﬁetuate one myth - that
children do not learn more in:small classes < and .to create another -
“that Spendmg cuts n" educatmn ml'l not affect edutational standards.

We must not forget that. the: authors of the reports are hardly impar-
tial bystanders in disputes about public expend1ture and state educa-
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tion. It is not clear exacﬂy who funds the Nattonal Council for
. Educational Standards- but there is o’ “doobt’ thdt the Same. genplewsed'
to write qnder the . 2egis’ of - the Centre:for: Policy Studies which was
set up-by: Cmsaervat.ive politic:ans (see RSZ9) Rodney Lord used to be |
a Daily Te1egraph journalist and is now a special adviser to the Chief
Secret&ry 0 ‘the Treasury, Mr Peter Rees. And while not wishing to "

-imgugn the professmnal integrity of the BES statisnczms, the issues

 they ' address are of course uttmately ﬁetermmed by Sir Kelth Joseph.
These comnections are. not in themselves. sufficient to devalue these
"-p\eces of research but they are not exactly comcadental and need to
be borne.in mmd when eval uatmg tbem RS

'__Those tempted to 'seé “in the UES and’ Lord work, a Justiﬁcation for
=s1:»em‘ling cuts shou’ld not on’!y consider my. criticisms but also teed the
-‘fonoumg quote, _agam taken from the 1981 Ml report. “To put it in
a nutshe%l many LEAs -and: schouls are-surviving fimancially by doing
less. but they are often obhged to take thg less in the form that.
comes - easily 'to- hand.rather than mpwg ito match eéucatwna’l"-
priorities. ~ This means, in sdne cases. a general retrenchment in

: which most sernces, schaols: m pupﬂs are affected +o some: Jdegree. S

Of course, there are iﬂportaut qaestions to be asked aboaut ‘resource

. allecations - :for; :ualole. \mw%d #t be- sensab!e to devote a lot mtvre

'““-"r‘ésourées to ‘redute class size' or would a more modest decrease m_ '
clzss sue tﬂsether mth more generous pronswn of hooks, comput.ers
ang’ hhor‘hry equ%pment lead to more educational progress {and, not
just to better exam results)? .  However, research that could provide

convincing answers -to -such questions is Tikely to be.expepsive: and

complicated (sufflcxently t:bmahcated ‘to deter the Edutitma* sroup

~ from trying. to do something along.these lines!) The research so far-
has taken too aggregated a view of spending and too coarse ‘a view of
educational outcomes, has not acknowledged-that variations within LEAs-
may ‘be as: important as variation between - them aaﬂ most 1mportanﬂy.
has ignored the processes which determine LEA spendmg. :

TAN PLEMIS

(A shorter version 6f this article appeared in the TES, 16/10/84).
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