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Abstract

Aims of the study are to address the issue concerning public perception of quality
education. A theoretical approach derived from consumer psychology is adopted,
which involves application of dimensionality to schools. There is description of a
model for prediction of satisfaction and quality in relation to secondary education.

After a review of issues concerning the political context, empirical research, and the
characteristics of education, service quality, theories of motivation and impression
formation, and definitions of satisfaction are considered. A consumer model of
service evaluation is described, with implications of its relevance to education. There
is an account of information gathering, by means of depth interviews and focus group
discussions. This is followed by descriptions of four surveys and analyses of data.
The study shows that a wide range of issues are involved in the school judgement
process. A number of categories are matched with service quality dimensions
proposed by Parasuraman et al. (1988). Information sources are investigated and
factor analyses of data provides a group of overlapping judgement criteria, which
contrasts with the SERVQUAL structure described. Findings indicate that 'Tangibles’,
'‘Academic’, 'Communication’ and 'Socio-emotional' dimensions are of consequence
in the school judgement process, and various features related to satisfaction are
identified.

It is concluded that several criteria are taken into account in the judgement process,
and a satisfaction model is additive in nature. Although there are important
differences between evaluation processes in respect of education and other services,
a gap definition of service quality judgement and the dimensional structure are useful.
Findings are reviewed in relation to background literature and implications for school
management are indicated.
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1 Introduction and Background
Objectives of the Study

There has been investigation of the attitudes of parents and children toward
education, and empirical studies have suggested a number of school dimensions
which were significant. Previous research showed that parents had views on issues
including class size, enjoyment, opportunity for realisation of potential, the effects of
factors not of school origin, and builying. School leavers have provided opinions on
school-work, discipline and the ability of teachers to keep order. A survey of children's
attitudes, investigated views on where most learning occurs and ways of learning.
There is evidence of support for testing and the proposal that adults should possess
skills which enable them to compete in a global economy. Among factors found to
affect interest in school choice were residence, having children attend private schools
and concern about school quality.

Education quality from the public perspective is an important issue which has not
been adequately addressed. The usual model for measurement of school
performance, involves use of league tables concerning examination results and other
managerial indicators. This conceptualisation neglects to give weight to several
important factors affecting parental satisfaction and quality perceptions, and
consequently it is subject to much criticism. However no other models have been
proposed, which adequately explained education quality and the processes involved

in school judgement.

Parents have the right to choose schools for their children, and movements to and
from a particular institution have implications for funding. The purpose of parental
choice is to improve schools by having them compete for children, but unlike
selection of other services and products, there are normally few alternatives available

to choose from.
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Alternatively, the issue concerning judgement of education may be considered on the
bases of theories of motivation and impression formation, and consumer psychology,
with a focus on conceptualisation of quality. The purpose of this study is to address
the question which relates to public perception of quality education, and involved
processes. A theoretical approach is adopted, which includes application of

dimensionality to schools derived from a general model of service quality proposed
by Parasuraman et al. (1988).

Matters addressed concern school assessment dimensions: overall quality; the
relationship between the conceptualisation proposed and the Parasuraman model:
and description of a revised model for prediction of satisfaction and quality in relation
to education. Issues related to satisfaction are identified and there is consideration of
how information is combined. Study objectives are to identify relevant dimensions
and information sources, and provide a model of satisfaction which combines
dimensions. Another concern relates to links between quality and satisfaction.

There is exploration of judgement processes, using general populations of people
who have experience of schools.

The study is about universal judgement dimensions and evaluation related to
satisfaction. It does not concern social policy or class differences.

The Changing Political Context of Education

In the late 1980s and early 90s, there was a shift in political thinking about education,
toward interest in quasi-market mechanisms, as a way of developing more efficient
delivery of the service. Some of the earliest thinking, developed in New Zealand, was
reported by Peters. In the U.K, the use of market principles has been a bipartisan
policy.

Bradley et al. (1999) see the need for improvement of educational standards, to
avoid economically harmful effects such as lower levels of productivity and growth,
which are known to be related to an unqualified work-force. It is also recognised that
level of education affects employment prospects, earnings, and opportunity to
acquire vocational skills. The Labour Government views deprivation and transmission
of negative attitudes concerning learning, as outcomes of poor education. Factors
thought to be determinants of youth crime include poor school discipline, truancy and
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exclusion. The argument is that there are economic and social benefits, to be derived
from raising examination performance and improving school attendance rates.

It was observed by Peters (1992) that in the New Zealand context, economic
changes and increasing demands on public services, had brought about monetary
crises and the need for greater cost-effectiveness and accountability. Peters saw the
emergence of performance indicators, used to measure efficiency, and the principle
of market forces was adopted to promote productivity. Consequently this has had
important implications for education, and Peters noted that in New Zealand there was
major restructuring. Thrusts of reforms were to reduce State education department
decision making, with an increase in executive power and a policy advisory function;
policy control by means of charters, performance measures and national
qualifications; centralisation of power with devolution of accountability to individual
institutions; negotiation of teachers' conditions of employment and imposition by
regulation; privatisation of support services; and the pursuit of equity issues. In
Peters' view, there has been increasing commitment to quasi-market mechanisms, in
the delivery of educational services.

Bradley et al. (1999) considered that election of a Labour Government in 1997, gave
impetus to the debate about secondary school quality in the U.K. While introduction
of Education Action Zones in deprived areas has been proposed, to extend equal
opportunities, the raising of pupil performance was conceived as an outcome of
improvement in individual schools, rather than resulting from general reform.

It was accurately predicted that the quasi-market in secondary education established
prior to 1997, would remain largely intact. Whatever view is taken concerning the role
of market mechanisms, Bradley and others verbalise a consensus position.

Empirical Research on Quality Measures

Emphasis given to education quality, induced interest in measurement and public
perception of service performance. This has led to empirical research concerning
opinion on educational issues.

Dealing with the American experience, Bemowski (1991a) reported that there was a
dropout rate of about 25% from public high schools in the United States; and in some
urban areas the rate was as high as 50%. With fifty million adults either functionaily
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iliterate or needing to update skills or knowledge, it was clear that reappraisal of
education in the U. S. was overdue.

In another article, Bemowski (1991b) reported that the Columbia University Graduate
Business School, looked for feedback from executives, recruiters, alumni and
students, in order to ascertain its customers' requirements. A number of colleges and
universities, in seeking to improve their performance, adopted the principles of total

quality management, concerning satisfaction of their students' (customers')
expectations.

Strate and Wilson (1993) report the findings of a telephone survey of 1,518 Detroit
residents, concerning opinion on choice of public schools, as an alternative to the
requirement that children should attend those in their neighbourhoods. Interest in
choice had been stimulated by concern about the quality of public schools, decline in
academic performance and educational resource allocation disparities. 77% of
respondents supported choice within school districts; 61% agreed with choice across
districts; and 48% thought that choice should be State wide, provided that
government met costs. 55% supported tax credits, for those who chose private or
parochial schools for their children. Levels of support for school choice were highest,
in the area which had the largest black population, but use of control variables
showed that support reflected residence and not race.

The purpose of choice is to improve schools by having them compete for children,
which is a marketing approach. It was considered by the authors that support for
choice was based on the belief, about whether or not it would improve schools and
education. Support is also thought to reflect the value given to personal liberty by
Americans, who like to make their own decisions about matters which affect their
lives.

Opinions varied between areas on the quality of district schools, and there was an
inverse relationship between school quality ratings and support for choice. It was
suggested that those who gave low school ratings, viewed choice as an opportunity
to improve education. Quality of local public schools was the most important factor,
affecting whether or not consideration would be given to selection of schools outwith
districts. 77% of those who gave schools poor ratings, would have considered
alternatives outwith their districts; while 33% of those who rated schools excellent,
would have done this.
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There was a negative relationship between support for school choice and respondent
age, years of education, and having children attend public schools, except for the

within-district option. Support for choice was related positively with having children
attend private schools.

Martinez, Godwin, Kemerer and Perna (1995) stated that few comprehensive
assessments of public school choice programmes were available, but twenty years
earlier The Rand Corporation study of an alternative school experiment in San Jose,
revealed more involvement by high socio-economic families than others, a trend
toward racially balanced schools, preference for local schools, and positive attitudes
by participating parents. In this study no significant differences were found between
choosing and other students, in reading attainment, perceptions of self and others,
and social skills. Similar conclusions were drawn from another public choice
programme in 1992, also in California.

Since 1979, the right to make school placing requests has been available in the U.K.
Martinez et. al. referred to a Willms and Echols study of parents in Scotland, which
showed that those with a high socio-economic status were more likely than others, to
exercise choice and select schools with children from a similar background. After
controlling for family characteristics, aptitude test scores, and school socio-economic
composition, changes in test scores of children who attended schools outwith their
localities, did not differ from others.

With reforms failing to improve attendance and performance, a number of thematic
schools were operated in New York. There was a decrease in dropout rates and
performance on tests improved. Martinez et. al. also adduced a study of the
Minnesota open enrolment option implemented in 1990. It showed that rural families
and those with high socio-economic status, were more likely to change schools than
others, although less than 1% of those eligible took part. The authors noted in 1995,
that magnet schools were the most common choice option, and on average they
enrolled 20% of high school students in large urban districts. They had a mix of
students from across attendance zones, who generally had higher levels of skills,
than others at average district schools. However they did not offer open admission,
and there was under-representation of low-test-score and bilingual students, and
those who were black or Latin, or from low income families.

Proponents of the issuance of vouchers for private education, thought that choice
should extend to schools outwith the public system. It was claimed that this would
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provide a wide range of options, and ensure competition with public schools. Other
authors cited, asserted that private school parents were better educated than others;
they valued education more and gave greater attention to learning; and they had
more stable homes. Therefore private schools enjoyed the advantages which were
concurrent with these factors, such as parental influence encouraging children to
learn, and the contextual effect of a student body which valued education more than
others, and had higher aspirations.

Martinez et. al. reflected on whether the issuance of vouchers to all, would maintain
or lessen private school advantages in these respects; and whether private school
choice would exacerbate or reduce socio-economic and academic segregation.
However other authors referred to, hotly contested the proposal that institutional
characteristics explained the superior performance of private schools.

It was predicted by those who supported the right to choose schools, that parents
would match their children's strengths with particular programmes, should schools
offer a range of curricula. Increased parental involvement would make schools more
responsive, and lead to improved learning. But opponents took the view, that most
parents would not choose in ways that were likely to increase children's academic
opportunities. It was thought that evaluation of school quality, would be most difficult
for those who had limited education; and choices made would increase social
stratification.

Two questions addressed by Martinez et. al, concerned identification of those who
would take advantage of a voucher system, and what factors affected choice. It was
important to know how much parents who had different levels of income, were willing
to pay for choice, and the reasons for selection of private schools. Referring to
Becker, who argued that educational achievement was influenced by the amount of
time and money parents invest in children, and there was a trade-off between quality
and quantity, Martinez et. al. inferred that parents who had few children spent more
resources than others for educational objectives, and that introduction of partial
vouchers would have discriminated against children with several siblings. Further
research quoted, indicated that parents invested more time and money on each
child, when they had fewer children than others, and there was more spacing
between them. Becker's contention that parents make choices from educational
alternatives to acquire "merit goods", including religious, ethical and ethnic mores and
values, is interpreted as suggesting that parents may accept the higher costs of
private schooling, even without an expectation of better academic quality.
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The Milwaukee Voucher Program enacted in 1989, paid all expenses for students
who attended private schools. Low-income public school students were provided with
vouchers, to allow them to attend non-sectarian private schools. During the first two
years of the programme, 75% of participating students were black, and 20% were
Latin; and early findings revealed that most students entering the programme, were
characterised by low academic achievement and discipline problems. Compared with
public school low-income families, those participating were more likely to be headed
by a single parent, and receiving A.F.D.C. or general assistance. Yet choice parents
had higher levels of education, and were more involved with their children's schools
than others. The most important reasons for participation given by parents,
concerned educational quality and disciplinary environment. However there was little
change in student achievement.

Another study quoted, estimated the impact of school vouchers, and suggested that
about 15% of students would transfer from public to private education. In simulations,
private school enrolment increased with parental income and education, and there
was a fall in the proportion of highly motivated students attending public schools,
particularly in poor communities.

Martinez et. al. concluded, that the evidence suggested that choosing families tended
to be better educated, and more positive about and more interested in their children's
schools.

The authors examined public and private school choice in Texas, to identify choosing
families, and how they differed from one another, and from families whose children
remained in attendance zone public schools. The low income population studied, was
largely Latin. Partial scholarships were offered by the Children's Educational
Foundation, to those who wished to attend a private school or a public school in
another district.

Surveys of families showed that the probability of being a choosing family was
positively associated with parents' education, family income, two-parent household,
and number of children in the family. Choosers valued education more than
materialistic goals, including income and employment; and religious and ethnic
values and traditions were more important than to others. Choosers were more
involved in their children's education, and students from choosing families achieved
higher scores than others on tests.
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Private school choosers had higher education than public school choosers, and
mothers of those who attended private schools, were less likely to work outside the
home. It was reported that on other socio-economic and demographic
characteristics, public and private choosers resembled each other more, than either
resembled non-choosing families. However private school choosers give most
emphasis to religious and ethnic values. This is particularly apparent in religious

attendance, with most resemblance between public school choosers and non-
choosers.

Private school choosers were found to be most likely to help their children at home
with educational activities. They contact their children's schools and become involved
in school activities, more often than others. Non-choosers were more likely than
public school choosers, to provide help at home and contact schools. Martinez et. al.
associated differences in parental involvement, with the presence of private school
students in lower grades. Private choosers showed dissatisfaction with public
schools, but public choosers rated their children's attendance zone schools higher
than non-choosers. This was interpreted as evidence of public choosers taking
advantage of an educational opportunity, rather than escaping from the problems of
attendance zone schools. In contrast, private school choosers wished to leave the
public system, and the scholarships provided opportunities.

The authors concluded that there was a demand from low-income, inner-city, minority
families, for alternatives to attendance zone schools. Public and private choosers had
much in common, and participation was affected by the education of mothers and
parental expectations concerning children's education. Most students participating in
the programmes were female; and there was a positive relationship between
participation, and parental involvement in children's education. Being Latin indirectly
influenced choice, through a negative effect on the education of mothers.

Strategies for the improvement of public schools in the U.S. were outlined by the
Bush administration. As accounted by Elam et al. (1991), these included parental
choice of schools, to develop accountability and competition; national tests of
achievement; standardised school reports, providing comparable information on
progress; and extra payments to teachers for merit, teaching core academic
subjects, working in dangerous settings, and mentoring new teachers. Other
proposals included extension of the school day and year; establishment of standards
of vocational skills; and the setting up of skill centres in communities.
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A poll of public opinion on these suggestions, showed that 62% of people supported
the principle of permitting students and parents to choose schools in their
communities. More than two-thirds of those polled, favoured paying more for teaching
which was particularly effective; a majority agreed to extra payment for teaching in
hazardous situations; and support was given to proposed rewards for mentoring.
81% of people wanted public schools to conform to common standards of
achievement and targets; over two-thirds approved of mandatory use of a national
curriculum; and 77% approved of standardised national tests of academic
achievement. 51% gave approval to extension of the school year. However, Elam et
al. reported that only 39% of respondents thought that extra payment for teaching
core subjects was appropriate; less than half wanted the school day lengthened by
an hour; and there was opposition to optional extension of the school day or year,
with parents bearing the extra cost.

A System 3 Scotland Survey (1996), showed that although rated positively, quality of
education and teaching were thought to be declining. Perceived causal factors were
reduced funding; inadequate resources; and large classes, associated in part with
discipline problems.

This substantive study of attitudes toward education, based on a survey of 1071
adults, was followed up by an in-depth investigation using focus groups. It is
acknowledged that many teachers provide a stimulating learning experience, but
most parents are not envious of their task. Parents associate class size, with the
ability of teachers to give children adequate individual attention. Remuneration and
status are not perceived to be commensurate with the professionalism of teachers in
general.

Although enjoyment is important, parents want children to fulfil their potentials, and
not be held back by disruptive behaviour. While standards of discipline are taken into
account when teachers are judged, it is recognised that some individuals may be
disruptive despite any action taken. Parents and home environments were blamed
for behavioural problems. It was thought that bullying and playground violence had
become more prevalent. Therefore there was a desire for more action to deal with

such problems.

Another study reported by McBain (1996a), concerned school leavers' views on
several issues. Opinion was positive about school-work, discipline and the ability of
teachers to keep order; but McBain also included that according to the Chief Schools'
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Inspector, nearly half of schools in England and Wales were failing their pupils, and
this was put down to poor teaching.

A MORI survey, edited by Greany (1998), concerned the attitudes to learning of more
than four thousand children aged eleven to sixteen years, who attended Welsh and
English schools. When asked where they learned most, 78% indicated classes, and
50% thought that viewing television was an important learning medium. 32% overall,
and 45% of younger pupils chose libraries as places associated with learning most,
and computers and newspapers were important sources of learning to only 27% and
24% respectively. There was preference for learning in groups, but practical activities,
use of computers and learning from teachers were less popular. Learning silently
(11%), by reading (14%) and thinking (12%), were not much preferred. An increase in
educational visits was supported and 32% of participants wanted more work
experience placements. Approximately one third indicate that there should be
focuses on things individuals have facilities for; a similar proportion think that their
schools should provide help with planning for the future; and 96% of respondents
agree that learning is likely to help them acquire satisfactory employment.

77% of respondents consider that unsatisfactory teaching is a problem. Other factors
related to difficulties with learning are: feeling unhappy; teachers who fail to
understand how individuals learn; having many other things to think about; and
insufficient opportunities to learn things of interest. School and home environments
are thought to make it difficult to learn, by only 26% and 13% respectively. Although
80% of children like learning, half of secondary pupils enjoy learning at school, but
16% do not. 22% find learning boring. Over ninety per cent acknowledge that learning
occurs every day, but 70% maintain that individuals must want to learn and that they
cannot be forced. The findings show differences in attitudes associated with gender,
age and ethnic background, with girls, ethnic minority and younger children, most
positive about learning.

While summed data in studies of public views provide information on overall trends,
differences between groups are apparent; and attitudes on a wide range of
qguestions, implies that the issue of education is not narrowly defined.

Inspections of schools in Scotland showed that there was much good practice, as
well as some poor quality and unsatisfactory management. McBain (1996b) reported
that among strengths identified were broad curricula, good standards of achievement
in certain areas of the primary curriculum, and learning and teaching in later
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secondary stages. Improvements were necessary in English language and areas of

mathematics, in primary education; and in secondary, the first and second year
curricula were not meeting requirements.

The views of parents, pupils and inspectors are useful for identifying features
perceived positively, as well as areas which need to improve. Unfortunately,
researchers have employed a range of methods, with inconsistent definitions and

measurement of quality. Consequently, it is difficult to compare results across
studies.

Performance Indicators and Management

Quality concerns have been approached in two quite different ways. Boulding et al
(1992), observed that in the 1980s, quality became a corporate priority. There was
concern about the international competitiveness of American industry. Attempts were
made to link quality images with corporate names, and the issue was dominated by a
management perspective. A popular definition of quality was efficient processes, with
emphasis on quality control and statistics. The management perspective places
emphasis on measurement of quality, by means of performance indicators, and there
is target setting etc. For instance, Croxford (1999a) gave a critical account of the
Scottish Office Education and Industry Department method of target setting, based
on school performance comparisons, using aggregate data.

Peters (1992) reported that while management functions with accountability, at the
level of individual institutions, was seen as desirable, executive power, regulation and
the advisory function were centralised. This structure is subject to executive
monitoring, by means of a range of performance indicators. Rather than seeking
popular opinion, the approach is based on a managerial definition of quality. This is
evident in the rationale of a publication by MacKay (1999), concerning quality
assurance in educational psychology services. In the preface, Fairweather referred to
well received documents, which recognised the role of performance indicators in
procedures to ensure high quality service organisation, planning and development.
She viewed MacKay's publication as a response to this. A Steering Group had
ensured that the views of 'key professionals' were taken into account, in devising
performance indicators, and it was thought that use of these would be helpful in
maintaining and improving service delivery. MacKay acknowledged that quality
services meant that they were valued by parents and young people, in addition to
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meeting statutory functions, promotion of educational authority policies, and assisting
teachers to meet special educational needs. Twenty performance indicators were
devised, and these were grouped under four areas: management, leadership and
quality assurance; resources; ethos; and service delivery.

Other monitoring mechanisms are school inspection reports, with use of distinctive
criteria; and the views of teachers' professional organisations on wider issues,
including staffing, pay and conditions of service, as well as matters relating to what is
considered to be good practice generally. Mechanisms used include academic output
measures, such as performance of institutions on national tests. Publication of these
stimulate market forces, given parental right to choose schools: with movement
between institutions having implications for rolls, related funding and staffing.

Public attitude surveys provide information and feedback on popular feeling,
regarding for example, proposed development and changes in the way services are
delivered. But interpretation of judgements is not a straightforward process, as quality
criteria vary between population segments. For example, employers are likely to be
interested in development of vocational skills, mathematics, reading and vocabulary.
Kang and Bishop (1986) found positive impacts of such high school courses, on
earnings and time spent working.

At that time, the reform of secondary schools in the U.S. was deemed necessary to
improve work-force productivity. Excellence in education, it was predicted, would
have beneficial effects, by ensuring that all young people had functional literacy;
improving academic and vocational preparation; and by raising employability skills.
The authors observed that many states had adopted recommendations to increase
courses in English, mathematics, science and social science, necessary for high
school graduation.

These achievements might also be thought important by parents, particularly when
schooling is regarded as functional and related to future employment. Indirect
evidence of this is provided by the Elam et al. (1991) Gallup Poll, showing
overwhelming public support for tests in English, mathematics, science, history,
geography, problem-solving, and writing on a topic. There is also a strong positive
response to the proposal that adults should, among other things, possess skills which
enable them to compete in a global economy. However emphasis may be placed on
other dimensions. Satisfaction judgements are based on things liked and perceived
as useful, including how well children's individual needs are met; if they are happy
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and treated with empathy; appropriateness of values being transmitted; the widening

of experience; and opportunity for learning how to relate well to others in the general
community.

An alternative approach to the management view is derived from consumer
psychology, with a focus on what people perceive as quality products or services.
Service quality perceptions is the subject of an organised body of research, exploring
psychological processes by which consumers come to make judgements about
product or service quality. The work of Parasuraman has induced interest in
consumer perception of the quality of services, ranging from banking to airlines.
However, initially interest was in perceptions of product quality, and Schiffman and
Kanuk (1987), explained that consumer judgements of quality were based on
informational cues associated with products.

Cues intrinsic to products, are specific characteristics, such as size, colour, flavour
and fragrance. But use of intrinsic cues does not necessarily lead to rational choice,
and the authors note that attention is often given to physical characteristics which are
not related to quality. Cues extrinsic to products, include promotional message, store
image, brand reputation and price. Although price is given attention, there is a
tenuous relationship with quality. It is believed that when consumers have little
product information, or they are not confident about making a choice, price is a
substitute indicator.

Hartline and Jones (1996) cite evidence that intrinsic cues are relatively more
important, if they strongly predict quality; when consumers search for inherent
features prior to selection; and during product consumption. Extrinsic cues are more
important, if it is time-consuming or not easy to evaluate intrinsic signs; when they are
absent before purchase; and should assessment of quality be difficult. Intrinsic cues
are believed to be generally more important in assessment of quality, unless these
attributes are not easily evaluated. This usually happens before products are chosen,
if consumers have little experience of them, and it also occurs when there is
judgement of service attributes. It is thought that owing to the intangible nature of

services, extrinsic cues are more often used.

In modern times there is perhaps less direct interaction with products, and movement
toward more use of extrinsic cues. Increasingly, merchandise is packaged when
supplied, and ordered from catalogues or through the internet. The public has less
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knowledge of recently introduced innovations, such as new fabric fibres, and most
people know little about advances in electronic technology.

Services have become an increasingly important sector of the economy, but related
intrinsic cues are inaccessible. Unlike products, services are perishable and
intangible, while provision and consumption occur simultaneously. The issue of
consumer psychology and services is addressed in more detail later.

Limitations of Managerial Performance Indicators

There are problems with the use of existing quality indicators, such as academic
output, surveys of public opinion, school inspection, and teachers' views, which tend
to be rigidly defined, and address exclusive concepts. Assumptions about what is
desirable are largely derived from the emphases of bureaucracy, based on accepted
systems and accounting biases, with particular attention given to expenditure,
truancy and school examination performance.

While indicators may be useful for resource allocation, and process and quality
management, it is not obvious that parents employ these. Nor are dimensions
described, of interest to parents as consumers. Consequently, Bradley et al. (1999)
see the economist perspective of educational outcomes as a function of expenditure,
staffing levels, teacher experience, pupils' prior attainments, peer pressure, and
family characteristics. Factors associated with efficiency are competition between
schools, low pupil-teacher ratio, spending on books and equipment, girls' only
schools, high unemployment, and a middle-class population.

Croxford (1999b) was critical about SOEID information publications, which were
unclear in terms of audiences and purposes. In her opinion, the data provided on
examination results, post-school destinations, truancy, and school costs, were
irrelevant to parents in need of detailed advice about local schools, to inform choice.
Research cited by her, showed that parents received insufficient information,
necessary for choosing schools. Findings suggested that they were most interested
in school proximity, and issues related to discipline and social factors. Because
parents were concerned with choice in local contexts, Croxford expressed the view
that information might be more locally based. In her view, parents should receive
advice regarding curricula, ethos and discipline, and there needs to be consultation



15

with their representatives and boards, concerning the nature of information to be
provided.

Differences were reported between groups of parents, with respect to their sources of
information. High socio-economic status parents were more likely to use advice from
teachers and head teachers, and information obtained at school meetings or during

visits. Other parents relied more on what was said by friends, neighbours,
acquaintances, and children.

Croxford identified three audiences for statistical information, to serve different
purposes and needs. The first audience is government and education authority
administrators, who are concerned primarily with quality assurance, and they require
information about value-added on the basis of prior educational attainments. Another
audience is school management, with needs concerning self-evaluation and
development planning, related to monitoring of pupils' attainments. Requirements
include comparative information on progress in areas of the curriculum, and analysis
of pupils' characteristics. The third audience is parents. Croxford proposes that the
purpose of information for this group is to inform school choice. Comparable
particulars about local schools are needed, such as curricula, ethos and discipline.

Segments of the public, including parents, employers, teachers and taxpayers in
general, use information for different purposes, and information needs vary because
they do not use the same judgement criteria. Quality indicators which are not
sensitive to this diversity are therefore biased; and there is overestimation of the
usefulness of pass rates on tests, for evaluation of school quality.

While parents are consumers of statistical information, it is clear that performance
indicators are also needed by those who deliver the education service, in order to
effect improvement. Ideally, the same statistical information would be used by both
groups, but there is evidence that parents are more interested in local issues. It is
necessary however, to consider the benefits and limitations of performance indicators
from a management perspective, including the school as a local managerial source.

Some of the early mooted indicators such as league tables have had mixed effects.
Publication of league tables, Croxford (1999b) stated, was based on the premise that
publicity would stimulate improvement, but the effect on schools has been
detrimental. They may be misleading regarding relative school effectiveness, and
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there is a demoralising effect on teachers, who work in socially deprived areas with
poor academic achievement.

Value-added is a more sophisticated concept than examination resuits, accounting
for school achievement between Standard and Higher Grade levels, and
performance of intraschool departments. Croxford cited research which identified
information necessary for value-added measurement: namely data on individual
pupils; pupil intake factors including attainment, gender, socio-economic status and
first language; school characteristics, such as socio-economic environment and size:
varied outcome measures; statistical sensitivity to data biases: and examination of

the progress of various groups, with for example, account taken of baseline
attainments.

However Croxford quoted evidence that value-added assessment of general
attainments were not very helpful to schools. In contrast, information on pupils'
attitudes to school ethos and discipline was more useful. In Croxford's view, the
value-added approach would be useful for schools, if used to monitor the progress of
individual children. This would enable them to direct support to pupils in most need of
it, and allow appraisal of the effectiveness of teaching approaches. Such an
approach has been employed in the Aberdeen schools' Early Intervention
Programme.

Croxford reported that self-evaluation by schools, and