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Why we agree to
differ over data

MICHAEL BARBER & HARVEY GOLDSTEIN

ver the past few weeks we
Ohave becnengaged inbotha
public and private debate

that has highlighted and clarified a
oumber of disagreements between
us over the 1nterpretation of educa-
tonal research data, the kinds of
_informanon about school perfor-
i mance that should be published and
’ about the natre and value of long-
| term targets. This debate has been
highlighted by The TES and bas
E rarsed some basic issues about the
relationship berween research and
| policy and has heiped both of us to
. understand better the namre of that

;' relatonship.
i Giventhat education is now at the
i centre of political debate, it is
! inevitable that a dispute among col-
I leagues at the same instiate will
" create excitement among journal-
ists. As far as the Institute of Educa-
ton 1s concerned. such a debate can
only be healthy, and for the public at
large we believe that the exposure of
genuine disagreements can help to
clanfy issues. Both of us have, from
ume to tme, had a high profile in the
media. In this case the simation is
further complicated because one of
us has plaved an active part in the
politics of education in the run-up to
a general election. and, in doing so,
has been associated with a number
of ideas that are highly controversial
in both academic and professional
circles and certainly cannot be seen
as the views of the [nstitute.
[n spue of our differences, we
wouid not wish cur argament to
- hide the fact that there are many
arcas of agreement between us. For
example, we both strongly believe
in academic freedom and in the
" value of high-guality independent
research, as well as in the peed to
find ways of improving the quality
of education.

On the specific issues which drew
us into argument, there are impor-
tant areas of agreement, too. We
both believe that it is necessary to
raise standards of literacy and.
indeed, other aspects of learning
such as numeracy. We also consider
that to do this it is essential to
involve teachers by supporting their
professionalism and by making
available o them excellent pro-
gramumes for professional develop-
moent and the necessary resources.

Although we differ on the valid-
ity of any league tables and their
effects on schools, we both consider
that the amational primary school
league tables are deeply flawed and
misleading, and should not have
been published. If there are 1o be
future published league tables, for
schools or for local education
authorities, we consider that the
Govemnment has a duty aiso to pub-
lish prominently a health waming
pointing to afl the limitations inher-
ent in these kinds of cornparisons.

We believe strongly that value-

added analysis of performance.
within a context of school effecuve-
pess research, s a vital tool in
understanding the performance of
schools and the education service
generally. Such research has helped
us to understand how schools ip
general can affect the progress of
their pupils, given the pupils’ initial
achievements and their social and
other charactenstcs. With such
knowledge schools are in a berer
position to plan their futures and. in
conjunction with local and central
authorities, (o setrealistic Largels for
improvement.
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