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The Ascendency of Neo-liberal Educational Research?

Over the last 30 years, as neo-liberalism has ksttad itself as the meta-narrative through
which all aspects of human endeavour are to beites it is perhaps not surprising that
educational research is now considered to be #sepre of economists.

As summed up by Harvey, neo-liberalism can be destras:
...in the first instance a theory of political economractices that proposes that
human well-being can be best advanced by liberatidiyidual entrepreneurial
freedoms and skills within an institutional framelvoharacterised by strong private
property rights, free markets, and free trade. Tdle of the state is to create and
preserve an institutional framework appropriatestach practices$.

As such one of the principal aims of neo-liberalisrto bring all human action into the
domain of the market. Harvey and others refer imdb “the commaodification of
everything”?
To presume that markets and market signals candststmine all allocative
decisions is to presume that everything can ingipiie be treated as a commodtty.

Neo-liberal theory holds that the elimination o€sills can be secured through the market.
With this comes a refutation of the concept of abitijustice, or the contention that

inequities need to be addressed through governimintention, in favour of the imposition

of market disciplines in areas in which they haelpusly not existed. Such a worldview
attributes individual success or failure within arket system to personal virtues rather than
systemic properties. The denial of the importarfc®oio-economic factors as an

explanation of educational inequity in favour aédther quality” that has characterised much
recent educational debate in Australia can be wholed from this perspective.

! Some parts of this section of this paper (dealkit neo-liberalism) are based on Job, P. (20¢&jonal
Benchmark Testing, League Tables and Media Repoofischoolsunpublished Master Thesis, Monash
University.

2 Harvey, D. (2005)A Brief History of NeoliberalisnOxford: Oxford University Press. p. 2.

3 Ibid, p.80.

* Ibid, p. 165.



A benchmark-testing, league-tables regime of schedbrmance is accordingly based on the
contention that educational improvement will cotmetigh competition and the application
of market forces through parental choice, alondp\wiisiness management performance
accountability mechanisms. Doecke, Howie and Sathere shown how this view is

aligned in practice with a “back to basics” movetngalling for a return to more supposedly
traditional approaches to education.

US academics Nichols and Berliner note that ortbefmnajor impetuses towards testing and
league tables has been the increasing prominewnega tp business accountability models
throughout societ§.Such models seek ways in which to monitor anceiase productivity
without spending more money. The application ohsai€productivity” model to the study of
educational outcomes accordingly demands supposedhgrically measurable performance
outcomes to be measured against financial experdifi@esting is accorded an important
place in such an approach as it produces the rasgy eneasurable data. Such an approach,
however, simply does not account for the rangeuté@mes and diverse factors that
contribute to a modern education. It does not nreasgportant qualitative factors that are
important to an individual’s participation in modesociety, her or his ability to acquire the
skills necessary to survive in the modern workplawe does it sufficiently take into account
the complexity of “inputs” involved in diverse sermt cohorts over time.

Those advocating a neo-liberal model often talaroevidenced based approach. By this they
do not usually mean an approach based on the proffied knowledge of teachers or
educators, nor the consensus of academic reseanahdathe world as to what constitutes
effective educational practice. Instead they uguakan often simplistic attempts to measure
school and teacher performance through metrics [Eads to the need to test, to measure
and compare, to create league tables, to invenevwdded mechanisms when others are
proved inadequate, to produce complex numericabiaions of school and teacher
performance. Metrics can deliver a false sensephistication, a claim to an “evidence
based” scientific methodology, whether or not taédity of such an approach is actually
supported by evidence.

Market based accountability models by their naemgphasise competition and judge
successes and failures. Such an approach is acnedpay a strong sense of blame accorded
to those perceived to be the latter, whether sshoedchers or students, along with the
notion, largely developed by non-teaching “expertisat educational improvement can be
obtained not through resourcing and support, budusyeillance and performance
mechanisms based on supposedly measurable datpublheeducation system, which
teaches the majority of students from underpritefackgrounds, is particularly seen in this
light, and teachers within it are often viewed astprofessionals whose opinions should be
valued but as underperforming obstacles to chahge political and media vilification of
what are frequently described as “underperformsaiools and teachers can be understood
from this perspective.

American economists such as Eric Hanushek, Carblody and others have produced a
wide range of research on matters such as classesinction, levels and modes of education
funding, teacher quality and productivity, studachievement and competition in

® Doecke, B, Howie, M., & Sawyer, W. (2006). Stagtioints. In B. Doecke, M. Howie, & W. Sawyer (Bds.
‘Only Connect’: English teaching, schooling and camity (pp. 4-24). South Australia: Wakefield Press.

® Nichols, S. and Berliner D. (2007) Collateral DgmaHow High Stakes Testing Corrupts America’s $t$0
Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, p.18.



educational marketsThe reported outcomes of this research lend stygmit is claimed,

for neo-liberal policy “solutions” to educationgroblems”, such as increased competition
between schools, payment by results for teachess,dovernment control of and funding for
schools.

The research has been criticised as pursuing fpissitigour” to such an extent as to
“preclude the complex, multidimensional, multi-madlelogical work necessary to produce
meaningful and useable research dat& What such research leaves out of consideration is
considerable, in particular most of the social enldural dimensions of schooling.

Despite these criticisms, this type of researcledmnomists in education has been
enormously influential. Laitsch, Heilman and Shaf@§02) note that:
The policy success of pro-market education advedatsignificantly enhanced by the
interconnectedness of their efforts with the effoftlike-minded groups and
individuals’

Aside from the usual academic practices of devappietworks of like-minded researchers
and cross-citing each others’ work, American acadeucation economists have links with
a number of university-based and private reseagolres and think-tanks and importantly to
wealthy “charitable” foundations established by biginess. These foundations provide
funding. In 2000, for example, Hanushek receive@$313 from the Smith Richardson
Foundation (which supports free-market causes3tbéish the Center for Research on
Education Outcomes (which has published reseagtiiyhsupportive of “Teach for
America”) and an additional $300,387 to create lecp@valuation unit at the University of
Rochester (where he was then bas@he research centres and think tanks include these
academics on advisory or editorial boards and elgtipromote their work with considerable
success in the American mass media and with paligcin both mainstream parties.

For education unions, the ascendency of educatresahbrch by neo-liberal economists is not
merely a matter of academic interest. The educaltipolicy directions pursued by
governments influenced by this policy work haveaclend sometimes dramatic implications
for the working lives of our members.

Neo-liberal Economicsin Australian Education Research: The Work of Leigh and Ryan

The work of American education economists is inflim in Australia as well. Hanushek'’s
work, for example, has been cited approvingly iddfal Treasury and Education

" Examples of work by Hanushek and Hoxby includentinek, E.A. (1996) “School Resources and Student
Performance” in Burtless, G. (edpes Money Matter? The Effect of School Resounc&itudent Achievement
and Adult Succes¥Vashington DC: Brookings Institution Press; Hdraks E.A. (1997) “Assessing the Effects
of School Resources on Student Performance: An tépdaducational Evaluation and Policy Analydi9(2),

pp. 141-164; Hanushek, E.A. & Kimko, D.D. (2000h8oling, Labor-Force Quality, and the Growth of
Nations,American Economic Revie®@0(5), pp. 1184-1208; Hoxby, C.M. (2000) “Does@petition Among
Pubic Schools Benefit Students and Taxpayefsférican Economic Revie®0(5), pp. 1209-1238; Hoxby,
C.M. (2000) “The Effects of Class Size on Studeahi&vement: New Evidence from Population Variation”
Quarterly Journal of Economicd15(4), pp. 1239-1285; Hoxby, C.M. (2003)e Economics of School Chaice
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

& McLaren, P and Kincheloe, JL (200Zjitical Pedagogy: Where are We Now®ew York, Peter Lang.

® Laitsch, D. Heilman, E. & Shaker, P. (2002) “TeacEducation, Pro-Market Policy and Advocacy Res@ar
Teaching Educatiorl3 (3).
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Department (currently known as DEEWR) documentskandiberal and Labor politicians.
Andrew Leigh and Chris Ryan, two economists fronsthalian National University, have
published papers on schooling that acknowledgebitdeHanushek, Hoxby and other
American economists and that have received widaspmeedia coveragde.

One article by Leigh and two articles by Leigh &yhn are considered here.
» “Estimating Teacher Effectiveness from Two-Year @fes in Students’ Tests
Scores”, Leigh, 200%
* “Teacher Quality: How and Why Has Teacher Qualiha@ged in Australia”,
Leigh and Ryan, 2008
. ;Hog\évﬂas School Productivity Changed in Australial28igh and Ryan,

Estimating Teacher Effectiveness'

The original version of the Leigh article was pshkd as a report for the Commonwealth
Department of Education, Science and Trainingt(ass then known) in 2007. It received a
good deal of media attention at the time.

Leigh’s study was widely reported as providing evide that supported proposals for
“performance pay” for teachers. As will be showowever, the outcomes of the Leigh’s
research are unremarkable and fall well short afence that could be used to support the
case for performance pay. In fact, if anythingytpeovide some evidence to the contrary.

Leigh used data from the Year 3, 5 and 7 literawymumeracy tests in Queensland to track
individual student performances at each year |éhe@kliminate the effects of socio-
economic or home factors, Leigh uses each stud¥ets 3 result as the base and focuses on
the extent to which performance on the subsegestd improves relative to the “average”
performance of the student’s age cohort. Leiglbie o match students with the teachers that
they had at each year level. He then assigns #@uegehin relative performance (or lack
thereof) to the effects of teaching, specificatiylie classroom instruction provided by the
teacher the student had at the time of the tests ieen able to calculate the correlation
between improved test performance and various feetssociated with the teacher (e.g.
gender, age, years of experience, possessionagtagpaduate qualification, Departmental S-
rating).

| eigh studied under Hoxby in the United States @méuthored a paper with her: Hoxby, C.M. & Leigh,
(2004) “Pulled Away or Pushed Out: Explaining thecline of Teacher Quality in the United Stat@sfierican
Economic Reviey®4(2): pp 141-164. This work obviously providée imodel for Leigh’s Australian work on
teacher quality and productivity.

12| eigh, A. (2009) Estimating Teacher EffectivenEssm Two-Year Changes in Students’ Test Scores,
Economics of Education Revighitp://econrsss.anu.edu.au/%7Ealeigh/pdf/TQParfel.pd

13 eigh, A. & Ryan, C (2006) “Teacher Quality: HowdaWhy Has Teacher Quality Changed in Australia”,
Teacher December, pp. 14-19

4 Leigh, A. & Ryan, C. 2008. “How Has School Prodvity Changed in Australia?Andrew Leigh website.
http://econrsss.anu.edu.au/~aleigh/pdf/SchoolPtodiycpdf

15 This section of the paper (relating to Leigh, 208%rawn substantially from Martin, R. & McCollgw.
(2007) Estimating Teacher Effectiveness?” Australialucation Union,
http://www.aeufederal.org.au/Publications/Estte#fghd@f. The Martin & McCollow paper was a critique of an
earlier version of Leigh’s paper.




Leigh found that there was significant variatiorthe “effectiveness” of teachers as
measured by the improvements in test scores afsh&lents. There was also a positive
correlation between “effectiveness” as measurestibgent literacy results and student
numeracy results. Of the factors for which corielatvas calculated, teacher “experience has
the strongest effect” (p.1), though “most of thEedences between teachers are due to
factors not captured in the payroll database” (p.4)

There are a number of limitations and problems withLeigh research. Leigh defines
teacher effectiveness in terms of the performamtiesir students on literacy and numeracy
tests. This is a relatively limited and crude measEurthermore, because the tests were
administered at two year intervals in August, stuslevill have experienced classroom
instruction under at least three teachers in ttexvening period between the tests. Leigh
assigns the improvement either entirely to therircsiton of the teacher at the time of the
relevant test or “splits” it 50/50 between thatcteer and the teacher in the previous year.

All student test results are attributed to teadhstruction — no other factors are considered
(e.g. personal, family, school, community circumsts). While Leigh attempts to control
for socio-economic and family factors by using esitldent’s own Year 3 result as the base,
this only works if one assumes these factors haveffiect on learning rates — a highly
contestable assumption.

Finally, because teacher effectiveness is measariedms of how their students perform
relative to the average performance of their yeaell cohort, any improvements in student
scores that align with overall improvements for ¢béort are not picked up as “value-
added”.

Leigh’s research finds that not all teachers atgky effective in terms of the results
achieved by their students on literacy and numetegtg. This can hardly be considered a
startlingly new insight. In fact, as Leigh himsatfmits on his web log:
For what it's worth, | don’t think this dispersias wider than what one would find
among plumbers, dentists, architects or bricklay8ust it does indicate that - at least
as measured by test score gains - all teachersatereated equal.

Similarly, while Leigh’s research purports to shawmited connection between factors
identified on a payroll database and teacher effeoess, he identifies and tests no
alternative factors that correlate more highly. Tdor identified as having the greatest
effect (experience) actually argues against ancgmbrto remuneration based on
performance pay.

Leigh is prone to some remarkably simplistic staets. For example, although Leigh’s
study did not examine the time taken by teachepsepare their students for the tests he
states that “a teacher at the 90th percentile chieee in half a year what a teacher at the
10th percentile can achieve in a full year” (p.I3)is sort of hyperbole is clearly aimed for
media consumption rather than as a contributicchmlarly debate.

The principle thing this research “proves” is tliane uses a very crude measure, it is
possible to identify those teachers who have megalué added”. However, in order for this
to be linked to a system of performance pay it Wdaé necessary to:
» vastly increase the frequency of tests (reallyatild be necessary to test on entry
and exit from each year, and presumably every tiraee was a change of teacher);



* increase the range of tests to anything that whedan teaching and learning (or at
least to recognised subjects).
(Of course, the problems for secondary schools evbaleven greater).

Besides being incredibly intrusive and time conswgnthis would distort the process of
schooling to an incredible degree, demanding higkes testing, high curriculum definition
and low teacher trust to become the whole bassstdoling. Evidence cited by curriculum
and assessment experts such as Allan 1w Nichols and Berlin&rstrongly indicates

that this would actually be counter productive. &xgnce in the USA and UK shows the
deleterious effects on schools and teaching ofvan-eliance on standardised tests. Some of
the most successful countries (Finland and Cariadeyms of educational outcomes have
low stakes testing, low definition curriculum andfhlevels of teacher trust.

To express scepticism about this particular pidgesearch is not to argue for the status quo.
Improving teacher effectiveness and recognisingheaprofessionalism are both worthy and
compatible goals. It is important to explore howytimight be best achieved and research
must play a central role in this endeavour. Therefé best served by approaches that engage
directly with the complexity of teaching and learu It is rather more poorly served by
approaches that promote quick fixes that owe nmeerharket-based ideology, political
expediency and self-promotion in the media thasctwlarly research.

Teacher Quality™®

Originally prepared for the Department of Educati®oience and Training and released in
August 2006, Leigh and Ryarnt4ow and Why has Teacher Quality Changed in Austpali
was seized by the then Howard Government to adviésmeegument for “merit” pay for
teachers.

Anyone who actually reads the report will find samyg caveats that it would require a
gigantic leap to conclude, as both the Governmedttiae authors did, that there has been a
decline in teacher quality and the answer is “hgiaty.

The evidence for teacher quality comes from dali@cted in six Longitudinal Surveys of
Australian Youth (LSAY) using cohorts that were tan 1961, 1965, 1970 and 1975 and
1998. These surveys included literacy and numeiestyg at age fourteen or year nine as well
as data about university course choices and caehestces.

The first caveat comes with the researchers’ dedimiof teacher quality. For this they use
results that those who entered teacher educatiorse® gained in the LSAY literacy and
numeracy tests. They recognise that there is fae o quality teacher than literacy and
numeracy results of teachers when they were fourtag failing any other measure, that’s
what they use. They also recognise that measlitergcy and numeracy only might mask
aptitudes in other academic areas and that theicelof this measure assumes that aptitudes
of individuals do not change over time, thus igngrihe fact that people mature at difference
rates.

1% Luke, A. (2007) "Does Increased Accountabilityotigh High Stakes Testing Improve Student Outcomes?"
presentation to ACSA Forum, Brisbane, 30 March.

7 Op. cit

18 This section of this paper (related to Leigh ayaiR 2006) is substantially derived from Currie, (2006)
“Teacher Quality: Has Teacher Quality in Austrdti@ally Changed?Teacher December, pp. 20-21.



Because they’re comparing the academic abilityathers over time, they choose to ignore,
as they say themselves, any “changes in the avagemic ability of the entire cohort”.

So what they’ve done is taken the results withoolaort of students who became teachers
and compared this with the results of studentsdiifarent cohort that could be up to fifteen
years apart. This is their second admitted cav®aerall literacy rates may have risen in
that time, but the researchers don’t measure this.

The third caveat occurs because of the natureeoétidence. LSAY only provides
information about what these students were doirtgaerfirst year after they left school, so
anyone who delayed even one year before enteraotpée education is not included. Over
time there have been increasing numbers of sugbi@eatering teaching.

Having decided, on pretty flimsy grounds that teaajuality has declined, the researchers
then set about trying to explain this decline. $hecalled drop in academic ability — that is,
literacy and numeracy skills at age fourteen — uaped by their research is more evident
among women than men.

First, they look at some American research whigwshthat in the 1960s forty-nine percent
of female university graduates became teacherdy\btite 1990s only twelve percent did. A
fairly basic understanding of women’s history mitgad one to conclude that the period
from the 1960s to the 1990s saw a huge changeiagportunities open to women and that
this might explain the difference. But no, the dosion, reached by a mathematical marvel,
is that “the rise in salaries of high-ability womi@nalternative occupations explains around
one-quarter of the teacher quality decline, whidpraximately three-quarters was due to
(union-induced) pay compression in teaching”. llegwaside the union-induced aspect of
this assertion, the researchers do not analyse#sens for this pay compression. Indeed,
they are very focussed on individual, monetary watibns, and pay no heed to research into
what makes a good teachers and how difficult th&h measure.

They look at trends in teacher pay in Australiade if this can explain anything. An here
comes the next caveat. They don’t look at anytlisg to find an explanation. “We leave
for future research the possibility that the dexlould be attributed to non-salary factors,
though we believe this is less likely”. They beéet is less likely? On what grounds?

Ignoring any other possibilities, they ask thresgiole questions to try and find an
explanation for the phenomenon they haven’'t manéme@émonstrate is actually occurring.
First, have the “returns to aptitude” in teachihgueged over that time? In other words, if
you’re a teacher with high academic ability — wieetthis equates to quality teaching, of
course, is another matter — will you be paid mbemtone of lesser ability? The answer is
no, this hasn’t changed over time, so this canedhb reason for the change in teacher
quality.

Secondly, has the average salary of teachers dddlrthat time relative to other
occupations? The answer is yes, so this couldrbason for the change.

Thirdly, has pay dispersion in other occupatiorasnged in that time? In other words, has
there been a change in the possibility that youhirdg paid more in occupations other than
teaching if you're clever? The answer to that,résearchers say, is yes, so this could be a



reason for the so-called decline in teacher quali#hat this means is that in their final year
at school, it dawned on young people who were anaddly capable that in other
occupations they would be paid more than theirsoatapable colleagues in the same
occupation, so they chose those occupations rttherteaching. Come on! Remember that
the subjects of the study are only those who béggrher education immediately after their
final year of school. They didn’t really have & &b time to ponder this.

One aspect of the research appears particularlgyimgr The researchers needed to be able
to determine whether ability and wages are posytigerrelated in non-teaching occupations.
The data they used on wages, however, providedfoamation about ability, so they made
an assumption that wages and ability are positigetyelated. One of the rules of the
research game is they you can’t prove your hypalasthe basis of assumptions.

In any case, the evidence the researchers usedk® timis assumption is LSAY data. It
shows that for non-teaching occupations for evehyevement decile you move up on the
literacy and numeracy tests at the age of fourtgeui|l earn a grand total of between fifteen
and thirty cents per hour more than your peersiaglalt. You'd probably agree that this is
not a massive pay differential, yet because of thisresearchers assert, clever young people
chose a careers other than teaching.

Maybe what all this shows in the end is that if ylack the hard data to make accurate and
testable predictions, then you shouldn’t make aeyigtions at all.

What conclusions are drawn? Firstly, the reseasckey that the decline in teacher quality
has got nothing to do with returns to aptitudesiachers. This is because there has never
been a time with academically-gifted individualsrevpaid more than others in teachers.
And then, for all the statistical manipulations aahtortions that went into the research, the
researchers make a bold and unsubstantiated ¢faims: is perhaps because teachers unions
in Australia have consistently rejected merit payd have remained industrially powerful
throughout the period in question”.

There is no attempt to analyse what is meant byitiygay, how difficult it might be to
define merit in teaching, how merit might be a mslrgpery concept in teaching that in, for
example, manufacturing where you might measure gpoaduced, or in advertising where
you might measure commercially-successful conoapits banking where you might
measure profits.

At least Leigh and Ryan don’t advocate using sttudesults to determine teacher merit, but
they come pretty close. In fact, the best conolusd which their methods could lead is that
merit pay ought to be based on the results of ezacttore on literacy and numeracy tests
when they’re fourteen. Now that would be merit.

The only really incontestable finding of the resdaiand the only one with no caveats, is that
the relative pay of Australian teachers declinetheperiod 1983-2003.

Yet they conclude that, “while boosting averagehes pay may be one way of encouraging
more able people to enter teaching, it's also jes$0 increasing the returns to aptitude may
be a more cost effective way of raising the qualityhe teaching profession”, ignoring the

fact that they haven't actually proved there haenbee decline in the quality of teaching at all.



School Productivity™®

Leigh and Ryan’seportHow Has School Productivity Changed in Austraifa®as released
in February, 2008. The report, which involved ateipretation of data from other studies,
received considerable and largely uncritical medi@ntion, including in most of the major
newspapers and on “AM” on ABC Radio National. Thhars claimed to have
demonstrated a small but statistically significkatitin literacy and numeracy in the last few
decades.

Employing a business “productivity” model to stuebjucational outcomes, the report makes
the following claims:

» A small but statistically significant fall in nurreezy has taken place over the period
1964-2003.

» A small but statistically significant fall in botheracy and numeracy has taken place
over the period 1975-1998.

* The decline in both is in the order of one-tentlne-fifth of a standard deviation.

» Factors such as demographic or societal change®asgeifficient to explain these
changes.

» During the relevant periods per child expenditureeducation increased: by 10
percent over the period 1975-1998, and by 258 pemeer the period 1964-2003.

* “Productivity” as measured by output per dollar treeyefore fallen over the past 3-4
decades, specifically by 13% with regard to numeeaa 73% with regards to
literacy.

* Most of the increased expenditure can be expldiyeal decrease in class sizes and
student teacher ratios. Therefore decreased c¢ta@sslgave not increased educational
“productivity”.

» Another possible cause of the decrease may baentidkkacher quality”. This may be
related to low teaching salaries, the implicatinat(specifically stated) being that
increased salaries could lead to increased “teapledity”.

* The shift to a “whole-language” approach to teaghi#ading in the 1970s may have
also contributed to the decline.

The claims are based on four Longitudinal Survdy&ustralian Youth (LSAY) cohorts: the
Youth in Transition 1961 and 1975 birth cohortsT¥Il and YIT 75), the Longitudinal
Surveys of Australian Youth 1995 and 1998 Gradelbads (LSAY 95 and LSAY 98). The
authors also examine numeracy data from the Iniermed Association for the Evaluation of
Educational Achievement (IEA).

Leigh and Ryan do not engage with, debate or ewamtion the findings of the LSAY studies
from which they draw their data. A reader of theghéRyan study in isolation would
accordingly be completely unaware of the fact thatoriginal studies from which Leigh and
Ryan drew their data reach significantly differeanclusions.

19 This section of this paper (related to Leigh arydfR 2008) is substantially derived from a Febri2098
Australian Education Union Briefing Paper by Feti&asearch Officer Peter Job. Parts of the AEUfBrie
Paper were also was used, with Peter’'s permissidfyngier (2009), “The Tribulations of Reusing and
Repackaging Data: A Review of ‘How Has School Paiidity Changed in Australia?”Australian
Educational Researcher, 36(2), pp. 73-®%here Zyngier is cited, it is only in relation fwoe sections of his
article not drawn from the Briefing Paper.

% Leigh, A. & Ryan, C. 2008. “How Has School Prodvity Changed in Australia?Andrew Leigh website.
http://econrsss.anu.edu.au/~aleigh/pdf/SchoolPtodiycpdf




The LSAY paperchievement in Literacy and Numeracy by Australidryear-olds, 1975-
1998in fact states:
The results reported here indicate that the achesmats of Australian 14-year-olds in
reading comprehension and mathematics have remaioestant during the period.
For some groups, there has been improvement, notably for students from
language backgrounds other than Englféh

There are two main factors that have led to tHfeitince in findings.

Leigh and Ryan restricted their study to the grofiptudents who were both fourteen years
old andin Year 9 at the time of the studies, claiming inost valid to focus on a common
group“...since both students’ ages and grades may affesit performance over time?®

The LSAY report itself rejects this as a group frammich to draw valid conclusions. While
admitting that among the 14-year-olds in Year 9dlveere slight statistically significant
decreases in both reading comprehension and maticsertes opposed to the 14-year-old
group as a whole for which there were not) theylatte this to the fact that the group of 14-
year-olds in Year 9 in the earlier cohorts may haeen of higher ability, because of school-
entry and grade retention policies and practicés. decline in scores noted are considered
more likely to be a reflection of changing enroliand promotion practices than of
changing achievement levels in reading compreharaio mathematics. They therefore
determine that:

...the subgroup of 14-year-old students was the amsbpriate group to use for the

multivariate analyses, because changes in schaoj-ages and grade retention

prz%ctices affected the composition of the subg@mpprising 14-year-olds in Year

0.

Leigh and Ryan on the other hand claim that whidalg repetition rates certainly fell, this
was offset by trends towards later school commeeogna fact they claim would have
disproportionably affected students of below averaljlity. They therefore claim that:
... the proportion of students ‘old’ for their gradgyen the school commencement
rules operating in their jurisdiction, actually ireased in the later LSAY cohorts,
presumably increasing the average ability of thelenhts observed aged 14 and in
year 9 in the data, while in others it did not cgai*

Given that Leigh and Ryan provide no evidencetierdlaim that later commencement
would have disproportionably affected studentseddlw average ability, the LSAY decision
to use the whole 14-year old group seems sounder.

The other factor that led to a difference of firgirconcerns that of demographics,
specifically the effect of the changing percentafjg4-year-olds from other-language
backgrounds attending government schools. The L8%%rt documents these students to
have more than doubled, from 4.4 per cent to 18r€ent.

%L Rotham, S. 2003. Achievement in Literacy and Nwogiby Australian 14-year-olds, 1975-1998.
Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth (LSA¥)ecutive Summary p.ix
http://www.acer.edu.au/documents/L SAY_Isay29.pdf

2 eigh & Ryan (2008) p. 6.

2 Rotham,Op. Cit Executive Summary, p. v.

% Leigh & Ryan (2008) p. 7.




The Leigh/Ryan report dismisses any effect from by pointing to the increase of students
with parents with a university degree as an ofisgttactor, and by employment of a
statistical technique known as the Oaxaca decortipost

The LSAY report on the other hand draws signifibadifferent conclusions. It states that
while students from such backgrounds perform omameemeasurably below that of students
from English language backgrounds, between 19751888, the magnitude of the difference
decreased from —5.005 to —2.599. This is abouf imalicating a significant improvement in
the scores of students from homes where Engligieisot the main language spoken relative
to the scores of students from homes where Engligte main language spoken. The LSAY
report sees this in entirely positive terms conicigd

This stability shows that schools have been abtedamtain standards in reading

comprehension while enrolling students from otheglage background®

and:

With such dramatic changes in their clientele, stbdound it necessary to ensure
positive educational outcomes for a wider rangstatients from language
backgrounds other than English. The data presemtdhis report show that
Australian schools have been successful in progidotiucational opportunities and
achieving positive outcomes for many of these stsde=ducing differences in scores
between students from English-language backgroandsstudents from other-
language backgrounds, as measured at the studegitdad at the school lev&l.

In terms of the credibility of their conclusionketfailure of Leigh and Ryan to acknowledge
and engage with the findings of the original stadiem which they drew their data and
discuss the differences of these findings fromrtbein conclusions is a serious failure. It
leaves them open to allegations that they havetsedéy used the data to arrive at
predetermined results. It is indicative of theuefhce of this type of research that it received
such uncritical acceptance by the media and pialitec

There are other comments that can be made on tgk Rgan report.

* The study employs a business “productivity” moaes$tudy educational outcomes,
with supposedly numerically measurable performanteomes calculated against
financial inputs. Testing is therefore accordednaportant place in such an approach
as it produces the most easily measurable dath. &uapproach simply does not
account for the range of outcomes and diverse ffati@at contribute to a modern
education. It does not measure important qualidietors that are important to an
individual’s participation in modern society, orrlgg his ability to acquire the skills
necessary to survive in the modern workplace. Mdasdt sufficiently take into
account the complexity of “inputs” involved in drge student cohorts over time.

* A study restricted to literacy and numeracy tesiing narrow context involves only a
narrow measure of educational quality and perfosaaMany other aspects of a
broad-ranging education, such as other subjecs avegbal communication, social
skills, knowledge of wider society, as well as diei$ to actually use both literacy and

% zyngier,Op Cit.is highly critical of Leigh and Ryan’s use of tBaxaca technique as well as of their use of
demographic data as a whole.

% RothamOp. Cit.p. 32.

2" RothamOp. Cit, p. 39. The work of Bracey on the role of “SimpsoRaradox” in the misinterpretation of
American National Assessment of Educational PragfN#&\EP) scores is also relevant here. See Bragdy,
(2009)Education Hell: Rhetoric vs RealjtpAlexandria VA: Educational Research Services, #9388.



numeracy skills in a variety of contexts would néethe examined in order to
provide a proper examination of overall educatifieaativeness.

» Many contextual factors that would impact on balbh@tional expenditure and
educational outcomes in a particular area are orasidered in any depth. Schools
curriculums are considerably more diverse todag tha 964 or in 1975. Student
populations are more diverse. Society is more cernghd arguably more stratified.
In this context, the claim that a decrease in cd&g=s has not led to an increase in
educational “productivity” is simply not demonstdt The complexity of the
changes over the periods examined mean that ¢iessage simply of one of many
factors that should be considered.

» The report is in apparent contradiction to thetneddy good results of Australian
students on the international PISA and TIMMS teBke authors answer this by
claiming that “...test scores in OECD countries wessentially flat over the period
1970-94...” allowing Australia to maintain a relatiyéigh position despite its lack
of “productivity”.?® However, for this claim to be true it would appehg have to
indicate that all or most other OECD countries waggorming as badly or worse in
their educational “productivity”. Given that Ausliearanks towards the lower end of
OECD spending per capita but still manages to perfeell in international
performance indicators, it is difficult to belietieat our educational “productivity” is
as bad as the authors claim.

Conclusion

The neo-liberal education agenda — to which thekwbi_eigh and Ryan and the American
economists whose research they emulate contributegds to be fiercely contested by all of
those with a sincere interest in defending the galaes of public education and really
improving educational outcomes for all students.iVeducation unions have taken up the
cudgels and we are heartened when our academeagaks in education faculties dispute
the dubious assumptions, inappropriate methoddaogigestionable findings, flawed analysis
and deleterious effects of neo-liberal researatdincation.

But the challenge is massive. Neo-liberalism presithe terms of reference, sets the agenda
and commands the attention of politicians, the medid perhaps even the public. Even
within the ranks of educationalists, there are fyleh “policy entrepreneurs” willing to trade

in neo-liberal ideas to get that research grapromotion or consultancy.

It is easy to be discouraged. But we are teachmtsreerefore optimistic at heart that people
(including even policy-makers) really can be shawrat is right and what is wrong, what
works and what doesn’t work — and can learn.

% Leigh & Ryan (2008) p. 18.



