
Research Briefing No. 3
School League Tables: Are they any good for choosing
schools?

Key findings
Each year the Government and the media publish league
tables of schools’ academic performances and
encourage parents to use them when choosing a
secondary school for their children. Our work shows that
these tables are highly misleading when it comes to
school choice.

The most high profile measure – the percentage of
children getting five A* to C grades at GCSE – says
more about the differences in schools’ intakes than it
does about the differences in their quality;

Value-added measures are superior in that they
adjust for these initial differences, but deriving from
approximately 200 students per school, are so noisy
that it is hard to statistically separate many schools’
performances from one another;

Just as with stocks and shares, schools’ value-added
past performances are not reliable indicators of their
future performances and crucially it is these future
performances which are relevant when choosing a
secondary school.

More should be done by the Government and the media
to communicate these important limitations to parents.

The research
Our work focused on a fundamental problem in using
school league tables for school choice: School league
tables report the past performance of secondary schools,
based on children who have just taken their GCSE
exams, whereas what parents want to know is how
schools will perform in the future when their own children
take the exams. Consider parents who chose a
secondary school for their child in autumn 2012. Their
child will enter school in autumn 2013 and will take their
GCSE exams in 2018. Thus, the information parents
need when choosing is how schools are predicted to
perform in 2018. However, the most recent information
available is the school league table for how schools
performed in 2011. Thus, there is a seven year gap
between the available information and what parents want
to know; the most recent league table is always
effectively seven years out of date.
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Research design
We focussed on the Government’s ‘contextual
value-added’ (CVA) league tables as the Government
promoted these as being the most meaningful way to
compare schools. Clearly, the more schools’ CVA
performances change over a seven year period, the less
reliable school league tables will be as a guide to
schools’ future performances. We examined the official
school league table data and showed that many schools
which were performing in the top quarter of schools in
2002 were below average seven years later. We then
proceeded to illustrate just how unreliable the current
school league tables are by predicting schools’ current
performance using data from seven years previously.
These predictions are so imprecise that almost no
schools can be distinguished reliably from one another.
This means that, for choosing a school, the league tables
are essentially meaningless and, by not communicating
this fundamental problem to parents, they are highly misleading.
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