CHAPTER EIGHT 
ANALYSIS OF CASE STUDIES II:  FURTHER EXPLORATION OF QUASE DATABASE INFORMATION 

8.1
Introduction:  Issues for Further Exploration

The descriptive analysis undertaken in Chapter Seven suggested three areas for further exploration, as follows: 

· the relative lack of use of QUASE data for school development and improvement in the schools selected for investigation, compared with what had been anticipated;  

· the differences in level and type of use of QUASE by different schools in the study;  

· the differences between level and type of use in different departments in the same school.  

This chapter explores how far the various kinds of management information about the schools held on the NFER’s QUASE database could provide some explanation of these issues.  First, background data about the schools was collated which the author surmised might have some explanatory power, as follows:

· school type;

· length of time of schools’ participation in QUASE;

· schools’ previous take-up, if any, of guidance from the NFER’s QUASE team.

These pieces of information were gathered into a school record, presented and discussed in Section 8.2.

Secondly, an exercise was carried out which drew on the expertise of NFER statisticians to analyse QUASE performance data in such a way as to construct a model of schools’ ‘relative effectiveness’.  The author wished to explore whether the existence or not of an added value element in schools’ actual performance seemed in any way related to their use of the data.

Thirdly, performance at individual departmental level was examined with the same intention.

8.2
Construction and Analysis of School Records 

8.2.1 The school record

QUASE and other NFER administrative databases were used to collate various pieces of information about each school which have been collated and reproduced here.  The record comprises the following information (some of this information has already appeared in Chapters Six and Seven.):  

· The letter refers to the school code used in Chapter Seven, and also on the ‘relative effectiveness’ diagram reproduced in section 8.3 below.  

· Some basic information about each school was supplied by NFER Field Research Services from NFER’s schools database and was recorded in Chapter Seven;  only location, type and size are repeated here.

· QUASE records were searched by a member of NFER Field Research Services for information on whether or not the school had at some time in the past commissioned a Governors’ Information Sheet (example supplied at Appendix I), a confidential ‘clinic’ held at NFER for school senior managers and/or an in-service training session held on the school site (usually for senior and middle managers).  For the sake of completeness, schools’ additional QUASE options for the 1998 data are also given, although the fieldwork began before these options would have been taken up. 

The record for each school yielded the following information:

1. School A (south-east England); grant-maintained, coeducational, 1068 on roll;   three years’ QUASE data.

Level/type of any additional input from QUASE team:







1995
1996
1997

1998

Governors’ info sheet



[image: image77.wmf]A

B

C

D

E

F

G

H

I

-15

-10

-5

0

5

10

15

-30

-20

-10

0

10

20

30

Unadjusted residuals (Total GCSE score)

Residuals adjusted for pupil and school factors

(Based on GCSE data over the period 1995-97)



SYMBOL 254 \f "Wingdings"

SYMBOL 254 \f "Wingdings"


Clinic at NFER



[image: image3.wmf]

[image: image4.wmf]

[image: image5.wmf]


[image: image6.wmf]
NFER visit to school for INSET

[image: image7.wmf]

[image: image8.wmf]

[image: image9.wmf]


[image: image10.wmf]
2. School B (north-east England);  LEA-maintained, coeducational, 1113 on roll;   three years’ QUASE data.

Level/type of any additional input from QUASE team:
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3. School C (north-west England); LEA-maintained, coeducational, 689 on roll;  three years’ QUASE data.

Level/type of any additional input from QUASE team:
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4. School D (Wales); LEA-maintained, coeducational, 736 on roll;  three years’ QUASE data.

Level/type of any additional input from QUASE team:
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5. School E (south-east England); LEA-maintained, denominational (C of E), coeducational, 825 on roll; one year’s QUASE data.

Level/type of any additional input from QUASE team:
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6. School F (west Midlands); LEA-maintained, coeducational, 1125 on roll; three years’ QUASE data.

Level/type of any additional input from QUASE team:
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Note:  The school was part of an LEA-wide QUASE analysis in 1995 and 1996;  schools were invited to a seminar led by NFER discussing the 1995 results.  During fieldwork, it was ascertained that both the head teacher and the head of mathematics attended that meeting, although they did not remember this without prompting.

7. School G (south-east England);  LEA-maintained, coeducational, 1329 on roll;  one year’s QUASE data.

Level/type of any additional input from QUASE team:
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8. School H (outer London); grant-maintained, denominational (RC), single-sex (boys), 926 on roll;  three years’ QUASE data.

Level/type of any additional input from QUASE team:
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9. School I (south-east England);  independent, single-sex (boys), 243 on roll;  two years’ QUASE data.

Level/type of any additional input from QUASE team:
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8.2.2
Discussion

The correlation between use of QUASE data and school location/size/type is not strong, although Schools B, C, E and F happen to be LEA-maintained rather than grant-maintained or independent.  This may be purely coincidental, since there was no indication from the interviews with school staff that these local education authorities were felt to be giving a strong lead on value added.  

There does seem to be some correlation between use of QUASE and length of time in QUASE:  the three schools which were most advanced in their use of QUASE had been subscribing for at least three years.  Conversely, schools with only one or two years’ participation were unlikely to be exhibiting widespread use.  This is not surprising, since the data is complex and several staff acknowledged that it had taken them some time to learn how to interpret the analyses and to understand what their implications might be.  Even so, the mere fact of subscribing to QUASE for three or more years seems to offer no guarantee of more established use. 

With regard to guidance and support from NFER, relatively little of this provision had been taken up by these schools.  (The precise pattern of take-up by all other QUASE schools over the years is not available, but NFER colleagues’ impression is that the case study schools were not atypical in this respect.)  Even so, the information indicates that those case study schools which showed greater levels of understanding, at least amongst some staff, were often those where some form of support with interpretation or in-service training had been given in the past;  conversely, those which had not had any such input were those which showed least developed use of QUASE.  This finding was also reported anecdotally by Williamson and Fitz-Gibbon (1990).  Of course, the fact that some schools had commissioned extra input (at additional expense) could indicate a greater level of interest in and commitment to the data in any case.  Interestingly, it emerged in interview that two schools which had not had much input from NFER – Schools B and D – had been working with a university (different in each case) on issues to do with value added and contextualised data.  

It seems, then, that the database information on the schools’ background had some explanatory power with regard to two issues (even allowing for the small number of case study schools involved):  that is, the relative overall lack of use of QUASE data and the difference between schools in their use of data.

8.3
Exploration of Schools’ ‘Relative Effectiveness’

The possibility of a difference between schools in their use of QUASE data had been one of the working hypotheses of the study:  Chapter Six (section 6.4.4) argued that schools with different ‘starting points’ in terms of performance might be confronting different issues with regard to the use of data.  The second area of investigation using database information was accordingly the relationship between what the performance data itself showed for each of the case-study schools and the schools’ use of data.  

Some initial ‘value added’ information had already been derived by the author from QUASE analyses in selecting schools for case study work.  In Chapter Six, it was explained that potential case study schools had been divided into three groups according to whether four or more of their seven QUASE indicators, before adjusting for pupils’ prior attainment, were above average, close to average or below average (based on their results in the 1997 analysis);  ten case study schools were originally selected to give a spread of both ‘raw’ and ‘value added’ results.  The results for the final set of nine participating case study schools were as follows:

School A:  below average raw scores, below average adjusted scores.

School B:  below average raw scores, average adjusted scores.

School C:  below average raw scores, average adjusted scores.

School D:  average raw scores, below average adjusted scores.

School E:  average raw scores, average adjusted scores.

School F:  above average raw scores, average adjusted scores.

School G:  above average raw scores, average adjusted scores.

School H:  above average raw scores, above average adjusted scores.

School I:  above average raw scores, above average adjusted scores.

However, this information does not reveal schools’ relative effectiveness, which the author believed might be a useful analytical tool.  Some additional work from the NFER’s statistical service was therefore commissioned with the intention of constructing a model of schools’ performance in terms of total GCSE score on ‘raw’ and on adjusted residuals.  It might then be possible to discern a pattern linking schools’ ‘relative effectiveness’ as measured in this way with their capacity to make use of data.  

Figure 8.1 below was devised by NFER Statistics Department and shows each of the case study schools distributed in a quadrant diagram.  The diagram relates ‘unadjusted’ or ‘raw’ scores, using total GCSE score as the indicator, to scores ‘adjusted’ (i.e. statistically controlled) for key factors correlated with performance
.

In the diagram, the triangles represent the case study schools – identified by their code letter – and the circles represent other QUASE schools.

Figure 8.1
Case study schools (A-I): ‘relative effectiveness’
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An earlier version of this diagram (i.e. without individual schools identified on it), together with an explanation of its general implications, was given in Chapter Six.  It may be helpful to elaborate on those implications here:

· Schools in the top right hand quadrant are those performing well on raw scores (and therefore probably in the published performance tables) and also on scores adjusted for pupil and school factors listed above. They could be called ‘(highly) effective’ schools.  Schools in the top left hand quadrant are schools whose reasonable or even good performance is probably being obscured by performance tables, since they are getting below average raw scores but above average adjusted scores.  Schools in the bottom right hand quadrant could be termed ‘complacent’ schools, because although their raw scores suggest above-average performance their adjusted scores tell the opposite story.  Schools in the bottom left hand quadrant may well be ‘ineffective’ or even ‘failing’ schools because, whatever factors are taken into account, their pupils are obtaining below average results. 

· One could go further and postulate that schools in the top right hand quadrant first need to identify, and disseminate among staff, what it is they are doing well, what factors have contributed to this and whether it is sustainable.  Schools in the top left hand quadrant probably need to do some justifiable morale-boosting, not only with governors and (prospective) parents, but with their own staff.  Schools in the bottom right hand quadrant need to take pre-emptive steps to identify and remediate the under-achievement which the data suggests is present.  Schools in the bottom left hand quadrant may need much by way of support and intervention:  they may have become dysfunctional as learning institutions.

· A general question this raises is what the incentives might be for schools at these different stages of development (if that is an appropriate way to describe them) to make use of value added data.  For schools which are already served well by league tables it might be supposed that the incentives are rather weak for making extensive use of value added indicators;  but that a particularly committed senior manager might wish to find ways of further increasing the quality/consistency of provision in the school.  ‘Effective’ schools which have below-average raw scores, on the other hand, might be presumed to have urgent reasons for studying value added data closely, in order to be able to demonstrate what the staff may long have believed to be the case, that they are doing well by the pupils they have.  For ‘complacent’ schools, it is only ‘value added’, as opposed to raw, results which provide any incentive or means for identifying weaknesses:  but one might expect that this will not be perceived by all staff as equally valid or valuable.  One could predict that, in this context, ‘value added’ data might be seen as a lever for change by senior staff acting very much in a managerial capacity.  For ‘ineffective’ or ‘failing’ schools, on the other hand, the hypothesis might be that staff defensiveness might be quite pronounced, and that support from an external agent (the local education authority, for example) would be needed to create and manage a receptive context for the data.

It can readily be seen from Figure 8.1 that the case study schools are distributed over all four quadrants.  The following assessment of relative effectiveness at the whole-school level – in terms of total GCSE score only –can be made:

A
Not effective on raw or value added score

B
Effective only on value added score

C
Effective only on value added score

D
Effective only on raw score

E
Effective on raw and value added scores

F
Effective on raw and value added scores

G
Effective only on raw score

H
Effective on raw and value added scores

I
Effective on raw and value added scores

Now, it is quite true that the scores in each case may not be statistically significant (the individual schools’ tables – not given here – provide such information), and such assessments should not be used as indicators for accountability purposes.  Initially, the author looked only at the statistically significant scores and these seemed not to permit any relationship to be posited between schools’ QUASE performance and the apparent use they made of QUASE data.  However, schools were advised by the QUASE booklet that they could treat non-significant data as potentially indicative from a diagnostic perspective and so the author decided to look at non-significant data as well.  When schools’ QUASE performance data (both statistically significant and non-significant) on total GCSE score was set alongside the fieldwork evidence, it was possible to perceive some positive relationship between these broad assessments and observable school policies and practices.  What one would have predicted from the hypotheses suggested above is that Schools B and C would have the strongest incentive for using value added analyses and would be ‘ahead of the game’;  that Schools D and G would have the weakest incentives and thus slower at developing the use of value added data, unless driven by a strong senior management agenda;  that Schools E, F, H and I would need a senior management team highly committed to using the data for improving quality even further;  and that School A might be having some difficulty finding a way into the use of value added data at all.  

As can be seen from the data presented in Chapter Seven, this predicted pattern is not unrecognisable in the picture given by the fieldwork data; for Schools E, F and H, for example, the relationship holds fairly well:

· School E had a senior management team who were well-briefed and enthusiastic about QUASE.  In School F, the headteacher took a strong interest in the monitoring of school and departmental performance and was promoting the use of value added approaches.  In School H, the senior management team had been actively trying to change the culture, so that staff could use performance data in a constructive way for school improvement. 

But the correlations are not exact nor complete, and the findings should certainly not be over-interpreted.  An unequivocal and complete correlation might indeed have been surprising, for the following reasons:

· the fact that schools had been participating in QUASE for differing lengths of time must, as has been demonstrated, be taken into account as well;

· total GCSE score may be an insufficiently sensitive indicator of ‘effectiveness’:  other or additional indicators of effectiveness might be needed, including those at departmental level, in order to explore the relationship between performance and practice;

· there may be a time-lag between observed practice and translation into pupil performance outcomes;

· we do not (yet) know the precise nature of the causal relationship between measured effectiveness and school practice:  that is, we do not know if the assessment of effectiveness which can be construed from the performance data is the direct and deliberate result of identifiable ‘school improvement’ practices (or lack of them);  

· and of course the use (however well established) of data (however sophisticated) may be necessary, but not sufficient, to produce good performance results.  The correlation might typically be a weak one.  The cogent question would be therefore be, what other practices which result in effective performance does the use of data lead to?

8.4
Exploration of Departmental Effectiveness

Given the finding that departments within the same school varied in their use of QUASE data, the QUASE database was also used to investigate whether there was any correlation between performance outcomes and the use of QUASE data at departmental level.  (Examples of the kinds of tables, bar charts and scatterplot diagrams presenting department-by-department data which the schools received are given in Appendix A, and an explanation of the basis on which this information was compiled and presented is contained in the QUASE commentary, given in Appendix B.)

It should be noted that, contrary to what might have been expected, the author and her colleague did not use this subject-level data in their interviews with heads of department in the case study schools because:

· the author initially assumed interviewees would be familiar with the data (since the QUASE commentary contained guidance notes on how headteachers could use the data with middle management colleagues);

· in cases where it became evident that the data had not been disseminated to heads of department, the author did not think it was appropriate for an outsider to take the initiative in showing them the data; 

· in cases where the data had been seen but apparently not understood, the author did not wish to be drawn into an explanation or justification of the data (this being a different professional role).

The information held on the database concerning the subject-level performance in the case study schools showed the following:

School A 

On the basis of three years’ data, performance was better than ‘expected’ in:

· mathematics

· science

· English

Performance was worse than ‘expected’ in:

· languages

School B 

On the basis of three years’ data, performance was better than ‘expected’ in:

· geography

· history

Performance was worse than ‘expected’ in:

· science

· English

School C 

On the basis of three years’ data, performance was worse than ‘expected’ in:

· geography

· mathematics

School D 

On the basis of three years’ data, performance was better than ‘expected’ in:

· science

· computing and ICT

School E 

On the basis of three years’ data, performance was better than ‘expected’ in:

· technology

· history

· humanities

School F
On the basis of three years’ data, performance was worse than ‘expected’ in:

· mathematics

· art

· physical education

School G
On the basis of two years’ data, performance was better than ‘expected’ in:

· mathematics

· computing and IT

School H 

On the basis of three years’ data, performance was worse than ‘expected’ in:

· science

· technology

· geography

· physical education

School I
On the basis of two years’ data, performance was better than ‘expected’ in:

· mathematics

· English

· technology

· geography

· art

It perhaps needs to be explained that QUASE subject-level performance was calculated relative to pupils’ total GCSE score (as well as gender, age and ethnic group);  this gave the ‘expected’ level of performance.  One of the consequences of using this model was that significantly low total GCSE scores overall would tend to give an artificially elevated view of individual subject performance and vice versa.  The ‘better than expected’ performance of departments is thus remarkable in School I (which was already achieving higher than expected performance overall), but not so extraordinary in the other schools, particularly Schools A and D, which had a significantly low overall performance.  The ‘worse than expected’ performance of several departments in Schools F and H needs to be similarly contextualised:  pupils’ overall performance was higher than expected (although in School F’s case not by a statistically significant amount), and so these departmental results should not be interpreted as signs of serious weakness.  Of course, this gloss on the statistical data would need to be understood by school staff:  although the QUASE commentary (Appendix B) explains such features, it emerged that few heads of department had worked through or had sight of the text.

So far as exploring a correlation between performance outcomes and use of data is concerned, the following observations can be made:

· The heads of the five departments in Schools A and G which had significantly better than expected QUASE results evinced enthusiastic use of performance and assessment (although not necessarily QUASE) data.

· However, two heads of department who exhibited relatively advanced use of QUASE data had significantly worse than expected QUASE results (geography in School C and mathematics in School F).

· It is not possible to make any observations about correlations between qualitative data and departmental performance in Schools B, E, H and I because no interviews were conducted with the relevant heads of department (on the grounds that they had not had sight of QUASE data).

This seems to indicate that there may be a tentative positive relationship between the use of performance data for school development and performance outcomes – although of course it is impossible to attribute cause and effect.

8.5
Summary and Conclusions

The additional post hoc use of the QUASE database information to carry out an analysis of the qualitative data has arguably provided some partial explanation of what was being observed during fieldwork.  The implications can be drawn out as follows:  

· In combination, schools’ ‘relative effectiveness’ (in terms of total GCSE score or overall academic performance), their length of participation in QUASE and some previous in-service training from NFER on the results seem to correlate with the fieldwork findings.

· The question of schools’ different degree of incentive for using value added data for school improvement may be relevant to the policy agenda;  the evidence could be taken to imply that further encouragement and challenge from, for example, the local education authority may be necessary for some schools to use such data more fully (see Chapters Ten and Eleven for further discussion on this).

· Departmental differences in the use of QUASE data within the same school may be linked to differences in the performance of departments, but this is by no means a secure finding and attribution of cause and effect is hard to make.

· The fact that in-service training seems to have had some impact on schools’ capacity to make use of QUASE data for school development is worth noting.  One might consequently argue that value added analyses as exemplified by QUASE are not self-explanatory, despite the QUASE team’s attempts to develop and refine the feedback reports over the years.  These findings may also imply that data analyses generally, unless accompanied by explanations and support suited to the particular needs and circumstances of the staff involved, may not be used for school development purposes or used in ways which are not intended.  

The next chapter tries to take the exploration of the qualitative evidence further, by developing and using a more speculative type of analysis.  

� LINK Excel.Chart.8 "\\\\mereap1\\evp\\Sirc\\Sva\\lesley\\svareport.xls" "Totscore plot" \a \p ���








� 	In this case, pupils’ prior attainment as measured by standardised tests taken on intake to the school, their sex, ethnic group and date of birth, plus the overall percentage at school-level of pupils eligible for free school meals, an indication of catchment area and the size of the Year 11 cohort(s).  All of these empirical factors have been found consistently to correlate with performance at GCSE:  see Chapters Three and Six above.
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