
Introduction 

HARVEY GOLDSTEIN & ANTHONY HEATH 

EDUCATIONAL STANDARDS HAVE FIGURED PROMINENTLY in recent debates 
aver educational policy in the UK and elsewhere. Despite this, or even 
perhaps because of it, there is little clarity about the nature of a 
‘standard’, little understanding of how such debates are situated 
historically, and scant awareness of measurement issues. The British 
Academy invited a number of distinguished academics and researchers 
to present papers at a one day symposium designed to bring together a 
number of perspectives on this issue. This symposium was held on 9 
October 1998 and a list of participants is given in the appendix. The 
speakers and discussants were chosen for their expertise in a number of 
relevant areas, together with an audience which contained other 
academics and researchers as well as policy makers. 

None of the contributors claims to offer a straightforward ‘solution’ 
to the problems of definition and measurement, or to be able to provide 
prescriptions for official policy. Rather, they have attempted to provide 
an analysis of the nature of the problems and a contextualisation of the 
debates, both historically and cross-nationally. In this way we hope 
better to inform public debate. We believe that this is the first serious 
attempt to bring together such a distinguished collection of scholars on 
this topic, at least in the UK, and we would recommend these con- 
tributions to academics and policy makers alike. 

In the first section of the volume Alison Wolf addresses the issue of 
how far there is an international consensus about the way in which 
educational standards should operate. She points to important differ- 
ences between countries. In the USA, for example, the SAT and GRE 
have become enormously important high-stakes tests for young people 
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seeking entry to higher education courses. They are standardised tests 
in the sense of machine-readable multiple-choice items, selected on the 
basis of psychometric criteria. Judgements about content and item 
format, and therefore what a given level of success actually involves 
or means are buried from sight. The ‘scientific’ basis of the test con- 
struction seems to be associated with a high level of public confidence in 
the objectivity of the tests. But unlike the case in Britain comparability 
over time is not an issue since the function of these high-stakes tests is 
so overwhelmingly one of ranking and selection. The main preoccupa- 
tion is not with ensuring that tests and items are equally difficult in 
some absolute sense, but on the ‘objective’ rank ordering of individuals. 

In contrast to the US, as Wolf points out, ‘The Chinese commitment 
is less to the idea of standards as a measuring tool than to standards as 
an example and ideal’. No claims are made about substantive achieve- 
ment levels or their comparability over time. Each examination is a 
grading system for the candidates, for example in connection with 
university selection, and the only relevant issue is whether the examina- 
tion treats a given year’s entry fairly. There appears to be an assumption 
that fairness is achieved by the fact that everyone is confronted by the 
same assessment. France is rather like China, and has centralised 
national examinations, the baccalaureat for example, which are very 
important for certification and selection purposes. 

In Sweden, on the other hand, it is teachers with whom a final 
judgement about candidates is lodged. Consistency is an issue, but it 
is assumed that teachers can make such judgements so that compar- 
ability between schools and across time is maintained. There is, how- 
ever, some moderation which takes place in grades 8 and 9 whereby 
national tests results are used to guide teachers in their own judgements. 
Germany has many elements of the Swedish system with teachers 
having a final judgement via internal marking of examinations and in 
many cases responsibility for setting the examinations according to 
State criteria. 

The UK is thus rather unusual internationally in its historical 
concern with maintaining standards over time as well as across different 
curriculum subjects, and in the primacy of criterion-related concerns 
over norm-referencing practices. Public policy pronouncements have 
recently even incorporated commitments to specific test targets for 
future years. 

Finally Wolf points out that ultimately there is no real escape from 
having to rely upon professional judgements in attempts to describe and 
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maintain ‘standards’, and this involves some degree of trust in those 
professionals. This is a persistent theme throughout the contributions 
to this volume. In the discussion of Wolf’s paper this is emphasised by 
Reynolds, who also suggests that increased competition between 
schools may lead to the undermining of such trust. Whitburn notes 
how different systems vary in the extent to which they carry out 
centralised testing of all children, Britain being especially notable for 
the large amount that is carried out. She asks what the purpose of all 
this testing is, and whether the purposes might not be better achieved by 
other means. She points out that some tests are now being used 
primarily to make comparisons between schools and teachers and 
asks why it is that in England our obsession is with comparing school 
performance? ‘Does it reflect our mistrust of our schools and our 
teachers which has been fuelled by those in influential positions? Or 
is it more a reflection of our unwillingness to attribute individual 
responsibility for achievement (or failure)? In Japan, there is a wide- 
spread belief in the importance of effort rather than innate ability and 
pupils are encouraged to believe that ‘If you work hard enough and 
persevere, you can succeed.’ In England the message is that teachers 
need to work harder and persevere in order for their pupils to succeed 
and where pupils do not achieve well, it is poor teaching that is held to 
be responsible.’ 

Aldrich begins his historical review by considering the various 
definitions and understandings that have been attached to the term 
‘standard’ and tracing the usage through to the present day where it 
has become a touchstone of Government education policy and a term 
that is used, often loosely, in a great deal of public debate. He empha- 
sizes that there is a crucial distinction between the notion of a standard 
as a yardstick for judging performance and a standard in the sense of 
the average level of attainment as measured by that yardstick. Public 
pronouncements often confuse these two senses. 

Aldrich traces broad historical changes in levels of attainment with 
respect to literacy for which some kinds of generally accepted norms or 
yardsticks are available. These allow large changes, such as those invol- 
ving the numbers of people engaged in reading, to be roughly measured 
and understood. Like other contributors to the symposium he also 
stresses the fact that there are severe definitional problems and that 
agreement about small or subtle changes in attainment are very diffi- 
cult, if not impossible, to determine. This is evident during the second 
half of the twentieth century where there is much debate but little 
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general agreement about changes in levels of literacy, and importantly, 
about possible reasons for any such changes. 

In the second section of his paper Aldrich discusses the latter part of 
the 19th century in England when the ‘payments by results’ system was 
in place. He charts the introduction of a rigid student assessment 
system and how opposition to it grew. Many of the debates at that 
time prefigure contemporary debates. These debates included issues 
about comparing schools with very different pupil intakes, about how 
minimum achievement targets turned into optimal targets for achieve- 
ment, about how the most and least able were neglected in pursuit of 
high ‘pass rates’, and how creativity was discouraged. In addition there 
was concern that the system was conducive to a ‘commercialisation’ of 
education which was harmful. Eventually the system collapsed, 
although some of its assumptions about ‘standards’ persisted. In his 
conclusions Aldrich suggests that the imposition of ‘quick fixes’ to 
change ‘standards’ is not the way truly to raise standards and that 
the evidence from history supports this view. 

In her discussion of Aldrich, Sutherland distinguishes between a 
high standard which only a few will reach and a minimum standard, 
and traces how these separate uses of the term developed historically 
for different purposes. In the introduction of examinations into the 
Universities and the Civil Service, standards were viewed as a fixed 
reference point associated with high achievement. By contrast, in the 
implementation of the 1862 revised code, standards were seen as 
defining minimum achievements. Sutherland notes how opponents of 
the revised code, notably Matthew Arnold, associated the imposition 
of crude standards with a market consumer model of education. 
Sutherland suggests that analysis of previous debates can often raise 
useful questions to ’ask about contemporary issues. 

Prais, like Sutherland, emphasises the importance of whether a 
standard is meant to cater for high or low achievers and discusses 
how any choice is related to teaching and learning. He also makes the 
point that a concentration on raising average achievements often tends 
to ignore associated changes in the spread of achievement. He suggests 
that curriculum and teaching changes may have a differential effect on 
low and high achieving pupils. 

The final discussant of Aldrich’s paper, Heath, looks at evidence 
from the General Household Survey in order to study changes in formal 
qualifications during the 20th century. He shows that improvements as 
measured by public examination results first occurred at the lowest 
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levels of attainment and this reinforces the point made by Aldrich and 
Sutherland that even with the end of ‘payments by results’ the 19th 
century concern with achieving minimum standards persisted into the 
20th century. In using changes in public examination grade distribu- 
tions Heath acknowledges Cresswell’s point that such grades do not 
represent absolute fixed standards and that any inferences have to rely 
on judgement. He goes further and argues that we should not expect a 
certification examination, which over time caters for different groups, to 
maintain the same underlying standards. He argues, nevertheless, that 
using the available evidence, real changes in attainment have taken 
place. 

In the third section Cresswell argues strongly that examination 
standards cannot have the same level of objectivity and hence compar- 
ability as measurements in other sciences. They rely upon judgements of 
examiners and, while great care is taken in making those judgements, 
they are ultimately subjective. Examination ‘standards’ are accepted 
because examiners are trusted to make such judgements. Cresswell 
discusses the ways in which examiners go about their tasks and shows 
how all of their procedures, including the statistically based ones, 
ultimately rely upon subjective, albeit informed, judgement. 

He argues that we should cease attempting to use examination 
results as a way of monitoring standards, but does suggest that a study 
of the way such things as examination formats and marking schemes 
have changed over time can provide interesting insights into how gen- 
eral perceptions of ‘standards’ may have changed. 

l In his discussion of Cresswell’s paper, Gray suggests that a study of 
examiners themselves would be of interest. How are they selected; how 
do they maintain their professional status and how do they go about 
securing consensus? He suggests that examiners may need to take on 
board more external evidence in their quest for comparability. Such 
evidence may involve observations about changing student composi- 
tions, and also curriculum and assessment policies which may be 
politically influenced. Paterson emphasises the social construction 
and use of assessment judgements. He illustrates this with reference 
to social norms concerned with ‘impartiality’ and applies it to criter- 
ion referencing procedures. He characterises an exam system as a 
social institution continually seeking ways to allocate candidates to 
social roles, and illustrates his views by reference to differences 
between the Scottish and English exam systems. He points strongly 
boi a need to carry out more research into the social relevance of 
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examinations. Halsey takes a broad view of the role of examinations in 
modern society pointing out that some form of examination seems to 
be required wherever a level of competence is needed for a job. He raises 
questions about focussing on examinations as meritocratic selection 
devices. 

In the final section, Bartholomew’s paper explores the requirements 
for satisfactory measurement, starting from the proposition that there 
must be a fundamental requirement that agreement is reached about the 
way in which such standards are to be measured. He points out that 
there is no natural unit of measurement available and one has to be 
constructed. His starting point is that the quantities people are inter- 
ested in, such as reading achievement, are not directly observable, and 
that the standard approach is therefore to use things which are 
observable, such as responses to specific questions, as indicators of 
the underlying attribute. The measurement process then consists in 
combining these indicators in suitable ways to provide an estimate of 
the quantity of interest. 

Bartholomew points out that the choice of indicators is important 
and potentially contentious, but his concern is rather with how the 
responses to such indicators are combined into a measurement scale. 
He approaches this by envisaging a statistical model whose role is to 
relate the observed responses to the assumed underlying attribute(s) 
and hence to use the responses to provide estimates, for individuals and 
groups, of that attribute. He points out the advantages of such an 
approach, in that it allows various assumptions to be tested and 
provides a set of tools for further exploring relationships between the 
attributes of interest and other variables. Most important of all, it 
allows individuals to be distinguished by their positions along a scale, 
reflecting the assumption that there are indeed real differences among 
individuals in the attribute of interest. Any statistical model also allows 
us the possibility of estimating the precision with which individual or 
group scale values can be determined- the ‘reliability’ of the measuring 
instrument. 

The broad class of models Bartholomew discusses are known as 
‘latent trait’ or ‘item response’ models and he discusses how these 
can be formulated, how to explore their dimensionality (the number 
of underlying attributes) and the limitations associated with this kind of 
modelling. He explains very clearly how any particular statistical model 
can be judged by comparing its predictions against the responses 
actually obtained from a large random sample of respondents taking 
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a particular test. He shows, however, that things are not always simple; 
often data do not allow us to distinguish between two very different 
models and a wide variety of assumptions may all be perfectly compa- 
tible with what is observed. He points out, however, that even though 
alternative explanations are possible, each may provide useful insights 
into individual attributes and how they interrelate. In particular he 
argues that some of the criticisms of mental testing have failed to 
understand this issue. 

Finally Bartholomew considers whether a modelling perspective has 
something useful to contribute to debates about changing standards 
and presents a simple model to illustrate the real difficulties associated 
with making definitive statements about changes over time because we 
cannot separate out all the factors which are involved. He argues that 
the advantage of a modelling approach is that it makes clear just where 
the difficulties arise and hence why we can or cannot make the infer- 
ences we wish. 

In his discussion of Bartholomew’s paper, Goldstein looks at 
different possible ways of conceptualising standards and what a parti- 
cular kind of definition implies for the possibility of studying differ- 
ences across populations and across time. He describes two possible 
types; a ‘constructionist’ and a ‘Platonic’ standard. A constructionist 
standard is simply defined by the score on a well-specified measuring 
instrument. Such a score may be derived, for example, from a statistical 
model such as described by Bartholomew or by simply counting correct 
responses. What is required is agreement about how to construct and 
assess questions or items and how to sample individuals, and Goldstein 
points out some of the problems associated with such a procedure, and 
suggests that it is generally unattractive. 

The Platonic standard is associated with attempts to conceptualise 
an underlying, but unobservable, attribute, which is approximated by a 
real measuring instrument; Bartholomew’s discussion of constructing 
indicators relevant to such an attribute would be one way of operational- 
ising this. Goldstein emphasises that what is always required is a 
judgement about how well any real instrument does in fact approximate 
the attribute and points out that there will generally be no agreement on 
this, even though some consensus may have to be reached, as in the case 
of public examinations. Thus, considerations of whether tests become 
dated over time, or whether an exam in one year measures essentially 
the same attributes as one in a previous year, are essentially matters for 
human judgement and disagreement. This leads on to a discussion of 
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the basic weakness of Platonic standards, namely that there is no 
objective way of knowing whether, over time or across populations, 
the approximations involved are comparable or very different. He there- 
fore echoes many of the conclusions reached by Cresswell on the 
subjective nature of attempts to maintain standards. 

The other discussant, Plewis, reviews some of the purposes to which 
educational test scores can be put. He reinforces the point made by 
Bartholomew about the nature of the assumptions that have to be made 
when making comparisons over time and makes a case for studying 
‘second-order’ changes; he argues that a study of how inequalities 
change over time may be the key matter of concern. He makes a plea 
for more research into the characteristics of the current National 
Curriculum tests on the grounds that the issues discussed in the 
symposium should be much better understood by those responsible 
for introducing and using this assessment system. 

Two abiding themes seem to emerge from this set of contributions to 
the debate on standards in education. The first is that the very notion of 
a ‘standard’ has to be viewed in its historical and social context. 
Different countries have widely varying views of what constitutes a 
‘standard’ and how necessary such a concept is for the adequate 
functioning of its educational system. The theme of ‘trust’ between 
educators and the public is a recurring topic here. 

The second theme to emerge strongly is that it is difficult, if not 
impossible, to arrive at an ‘objective’ definition of educational stan- 
dards. Despite claims to the contrary, ultimately the final appeal is to 
human judgement and no amount of technical sophistication can alter 
this. The notion of absolute standards may be attractive for many 
purposes, and it may also be necessary often to act as ifcomparability 
over time and space really did exist. Nevertheless, it is also important to 
recognise the inherent limitations associated with attempts to ascribe 
standards. Policies based upon comparisons of examinations, tests or 
other devices should therefore be seen for what they really are, human 
judgements which, however conscientiously pursued, are ultimately 
subjective and influenced by culture, personality and general percep- 
tions of the external world. 
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