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ecarch on Comn mmﬁ ensive

Harvey Goldstein

The Professor of Statistics at the lmlltulc of Education, University of London, pwvxously worked at the
National Children’s Bureau and was a member of the DES advisory proup whuh was piven responsibility
for advising the Secrctary of State on the results of the comparative study of selective and non-selective

sccondary schools. Here he reviews
Schools, and discusses some criticisms of it.

s this study, published last year under the title Progress in Secondary

Having morc or less Jost the political struggle against
secondary comprehensive. reorpanisation, in the carly
1970s the supporters of the selective system began to
marshall a varicty of statistical evidence in attempts o
comparce the achievements of children in selective and
non-sclective schools. Most of these attempts have used
public examination results to compare achicvements in
grammar and comprehensive schools. One of the most
sophisticated was that of Baldwin (Black Paper, 1977)
who recognised that simple comparisons of comprehen-
sive and grainmar schools were invalid because the in-

take to many comprechensives had<been ‘creamed’ by the
grammar schools. Thus the better examination perfor-
mance ol grammar schools might be reflecting simply a
higher ability intake. Baldwin, however, was unable to
make a proper adjustment for intake differences
because such measurements were unavailable, and in-
stead he used an indirect method to estimate how the ex-
tent of ereaming had changed over time and used this to
‘adjust’ his comparisons. Unfortunately, such a pro-
cedure fails to take account both of the increasingly
selective nature of many grammar schools and of the
fact that comprehensivation beean first in Labour-
controlled, and hence largely working class authorities,
where onc might expect in any case a lower perfor-
mance.

At about this time, a new attempt to compare the per-
formance of children in selective and non-selective
schools was started. The Department of Education and
Science, after hesitating for some time, funded a project
at the National Children’s Bureau using data collected
in the Nationg! Child Development Study (NCDS). This

“study not only contained data on the cducational at-

tainments at 16 years of a large representative national
sample of children but also had measures of attainment
on the same children at 11 years, before transfer to
secondary school. Thus the study was able not only to
make comparisons between children attending different
types of secondary schools, at the end of their com-
pulsory schooling, it was also able to adjust for intake
differences and thus obtain valid estimates of progress.
Morcover, the children in the study were 11 in 1969 and
16 in 1974, a critical period during comprechensive
reovganisation when sufficient schools of all types were
in existence to provide useful comparisons. Thus, these
data wecere the- best -available, or ever likely to be
available, for comparing the different types of school.
At the very lcast, therefore, even if the final results were
to turn out equivocal, it should put a stop to any future
attempts to use crude comparisons of examination
results.

In July 1980 the results of the NCDS study were
published, some of them having previously been leaked
to the Sunday Times (16 March 1980). The report con-
tains over 250 pages and is full of detailed statistical
evidence and comment. I shalt first summarise the main
findings and then look at some of the political reactions
to the report, -

The principal tesults concerned tests of attainment in

mathematics and reading at 11 and 16 years, For the

purpose of comparnsons between school types the
analysis was rostricted 1o those comprehensives which
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had been comprehensive prior to 1969 when the childiew
transferred to sccondary school and fikewise the pram-
mar and secondary maodertt schools were those which
had kept their status duning the period 19691974, At 1
years, the scores of the children subsequently poing to
the different types of school predictably showed that
those poing to grammar schools had higher averape test
scorcs than those going o comprehensive schools who
in turn had stighdy higher averape test scores than those
going to sccondary modern schools. Also, there was a
marked social class difference, with about a quarter of

- comprechensive and secondary modern children coming
from middle class (non-manual) backgrounds compared
with just ogver half in the grammar schools. The crucial
analysis was that which compared the average 16-ycar-
old test scores in the three types of school, at each level
of eleven year attainmeni. Thus the average '16 year
reading test scores were compared for those with high 11
year reading scores, as well as for those with every other
eleven year rcading score. In this way, children with the
same intake attainments at 11 in different types of
school at 16 could be compared, constituting a valid
allowance for the intake factor. In addition, social class
and other variables were allowed for in this analysis.
The main findings were as follows.

For both reading and mathematics, for those children
in the 11 year old top 20% of the ability range, for given
eleven year scores, the average scores of those in com-
prchensives and grammar schools were no different.
While there were few secondary modern school children
in this group, they did rather worse than those in gram-
mar or comprehensive schools. Moving down to the
next 20% of the I1-year-old ability range, the average
score of the comprehensive children, for given eleven
year score, comes closer to that of the secondary
modern children with that of the grammar school
children becoming rather higher than the rest. For the
remaining 60% of the ability range the average score of
the comprehensive school children is very necarly the
same as that for the secondary modern school children
at each 11 year score. The study carried out a number of
other analyses on other aspects of schooling. It found
that 16 year olds were more likely to stay away from
school if they were in comprehensive or secondary
moderns. The 16 year olds in secondary moderns had a
higher reported rate of ‘liking school’ than those in
comprchensives or grammar schools, whereas those in

* comprechensives were keener to stay on at school beyond
16 than those in sccondary moderns with those in gramn-
mar schools the keenest of all. When questioned about
choice of job, it scems that factors such as social class,
parental education and sex were far more important
than the type of school attended, which seemed to have
little effect.

On reading the report one is struck by the care and
thoroughness with which the issues are discussed. No at-
tempt is made to oversimplity and the results are
presented with all the qualif.cations they merit, It is
pointed out that the study 1elates only to onc historical
and largely transitional period. Caveats are made about
the particular measurements used, and there are reserva-
tions about the extent to which the study was able 0
make proper allowance for creaming. In iy view, partly
derived from being a member of the DES advisory
group to the project, this rescarch was as thorough and
as competent as any in cducation, Most importantly, it
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demonsteated that on the best available evidence, there
1 hittle case for chamig that compichensives are overall
better or worse than sclective schools or that they
‘penalise’ the high ability children. Of course, it must be
admitted that no rescuch s ‘perfect’. Compromises
usually have to be made and decisions have to be taken
on the basis of accumulated experience and knowledge,
While it is quite fegitimate Tor critics to debate par-
ticular assumptions or conclusions, therefore, such a
debate needs to be carried out responsibly, with a pro-
per appreciation of the exigencies of research. In the re-
mainder of this review I shall argue that much of the re-
cent criticism of this research is in fact both misguided
and irresponsible, and actually provides a uscful object
lesson in how not to ¢arry on a public debate.

Two months after publication of the report, a long
critique was produced by Cox and Marks (Real Con-
cern, Centre for Policy Studies), and claborated in the
correspondence columns of the educational press. There
secm to be four principal criticisms, focused on the
analyses of mathcmatics and readiug attainment. FFirst-

ly, they criticised the report for failing to set out the raw

data. Sccondly, they criticised the reading test in pa:-
ticular, on the grounds that it had too wuch of a ‘ceil-
ing’ effect at 16 years, ic too many children were obtain-
ing full or nearly full marks to make it a sensitive
discriminator. Thirdly, they accused the author and
research team of emphasising only those results which
conformed to their predetermined view, thus presenting
a biased and distorted report. Their final point, subse-
quently reiterated by Naylor (Times Educational Sup-
plement, 22.11.1980), is that the gratnmar school
children will tend to have had more test practice due to
the presence of the 11 + which will have ‘artificially’ in-
creased their scores, thus making their progress between
11 and 16 vears look less than it really was.

On the question of presenting details of ‘raw data’
such as frequency distributions, there is an interesting
arca for debate. On the one hand, for experienced
researchers such extra information should enable them
to gain further insight into the results. On the other
hand, report length is a consideration and it can be a
fine judgement about what to include and leave out.
Thus, although some disagreement is possible, any
dispute is essentially marginal to the results themselves.
Unless the critics argue that the omission per se actually
threatens the validity of the conclusions (and Cox and
Marks do not claim that), such a criticism is more in the
nature of a debating point. To give it high prominence,
especially in press correspondence, leaves the nmpres-
ston that they consider it to be a serious threat to validi-
ty. Such behaviour constitutes irresponsible criticism.

The issue of ‘ceiling’ efffects is somewhat more
substantial than the previous one. The author of the
report herself raises this problem but concludes that it
does not invalidate the results, Nevertheless, such a view
is a judgement and hence a potential source of
weakness. Cox and Marks say about the use of the
reading test at 16 that ‘the National Childien’s Burcau

knew the test was virtually uscless at 16 for high at-

tainers at 11 but presented the results in a way which
conceals this fact”, Such a statement s not only im-

.moderate and outside the normal canons of acadentic

debate, it is also irresponsible, as before, because it
gives the issue greater importance than it really deserves.,
In aresponsce to Cox and iarks (Reud Rescarch, by Jane
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Steedman cof al, National Children's Burcau), the full
distribution of the reading test scores is piven, from
which it is clear that any ‘cething cffect will not be
scrious, as

According to Cox and Marks the report tis so biased
in its interprctation of its own data that i is hard to
avoid the suspicion that those concerned with its pro-

duction, including the Advisory Group on which the

DES were represented, were capable of gross partiality
and/or influenced by vested interests’. In subsequemt
letters to the press (ep Fimes Lducational Supplement,
3.10.1980), this point was rciterated and emphasis given
to the claim that the National Children’s Burcau had
madc it difficult for them to gain access to the data,
claiming that the rescarch was ‘shrouded in such secrecy
and made so inaccessible’ (Guardian, 7.10.1980). The
issuc here is not whether views about bias should or
should not be entertained. Different researchers con-
fronting the samce analyses might well give different em-
phases which will reflect their own experience and
views. To call this ‘bias’, however, with that word’s
popular overtones, is misleading. To come to different
conclusions and to say so publicly does not exclude a
constructive debate. In such a debate, however, the
issues in dispute must be stated clearly so that, like all
good criticism, the ordinary reader can understand and
even take part in the controversy. Almost incvitably,
once accusations are made such as the above, the real
research issucs tend to become lost and tempers risc.
This then may alienate the interested bystander who will
often declare @ curse on both houses. A more responsi-
ble and moderate approach could easiy have been used
which did not impugn the motives of the researcher.
Furthcrmore, the data themsclves were publicly
available throueh the Social Science Research Council’s
Survey Archive so that it is incorrect to claim that they
were inaccessible.

Finally, there is the question of the ‘artifical’ raising
of the test score of the grammar school children. The
implicit assumption behind this criticism is that, in some
sense, those children whose scores arc increased by prac-
tice will, if placed in a similar environment to children
whosc scores have not been so increased, show relatively
less progress. This is, of course, a possibility, but there
seems Lo be no rcal cvidence to support it. Among other
factors one would expect the quality of the later en-

Sovitonment to be important, For example, if this is

destened (o enhance the skills which 114 teus are
meant to tap, which might be the case in many prammar
schools, then one might expect the children exposed to
practice to respond more favourably than the children
who were not. The issue, therefore, remains an open
onc. Cox and Marks nowhere provide any discussion
along these lines, but instead claim that the taking into
account of their criticism ‘would show the comprehen-
sives ina less favourable light’, and suggest that
‘perhaps this is the reason why it has not been included’.

1t is as yet too soon for many scrious reviews of this
rescarch to have appeared in educational journals,
although one fairly lengthy and balanced review by Col-
in Laccy (Times Higher Education  Supplement,
16.1.81) attracted Turther responses from Naylor (Vimes
Higher Education Supplement, 23.1.81) and Cox &
Marks (Times Higher Education Supplement, 30.1.81)
along similar lines 1o those referred to above. One

minor academic criticism which had surfaced at the time

of writing is a short article by Preece (in the British
Educational Research  Association Newsletter,
December 1980). Although rather obscurely franied in
terms of hypothetical 1Q mcasurcments, it raises the
quesiton of whether there are other intake measures
which are relevant to the choice of school, for example,
the number of older children in the child’s family, which
should have been allowed for in the analysis. The report
itsclf docs indced recognise this problem and certain
factors such as social class and scx werc atlowed for. It
is to be hoped, nevertheless, that other rescarchers, who
can now gain access to the data, will be able to pursuce
this topic. '

I hope that, in defending this study against mistaken
and irresponsible criticism, I have not given the impres-
sion that I bélieve ii to be above criticism. It is no more
immune from criticism than other competent pieces of
rescarch in education or social science more generally.
As with other rescarch, rcanalysis by independent
researchers is to be encouraged as one of the best
safeguards against either incompetence or fraud. Until
such work has been undertaken by the research com-
munity, however, it is my view that none of the
criticisms so far made of the research poses any serious
threat to its conclusions.



