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Policy-makers in Scotland are using performance management and
measurement in a number of ways, in particular, as part of their efforts
to raise pupil attainment and improve teacher performance. This Briefing
looks at some of the assumptions that underpin the current approach to
performance management and measurement. It considers issues about
the reliability of these measurements, the appropriateness of using
targets and indicators to measure and manage the performance of
pupils and schools, and the likely impact on pupils and teachers.

}

Performance management has become the key instrument used by policy-makers to improve
the education system, to raise levels of attainment and to increase the accountability of teachers.
Performance management uses indicators such as pupil test scores to rank pupils, schools and
counties and to generate Performance Targets that are then are used to manage performance.

}

There is a danger that quantitative indicators of performance that can easily be measured and
ranked eg pupils’ examination performance, are given greater significance by policy-makers
than other, less easily measured, aspects of education.

}

The ranking of educational performance of different countries may risk reducing the capacity
of national systems to design the most appropriate curriculum and approaches for their students.

}

Scotland’s approach to performance management has attempted to bring quantitative and
qualitative indicators together, notably in school self-evaluation. This approach is continued in
respect of the new National Priorities, but quantitative indicators may still become dominant.

}

Quantitative measurements of pupil and school performance currently in use by policy-makers
are not sufficiently sophisticated to produce an accurate picture of teaching and learning in
Scottish schools, and may over-simplify or distort a complex picture.

}

Current performance management practices may reduce real le arning in Scottish schools and
may most adversely affect those pupils already at risk of educational failure. But performance
management has the potential to contribute to social inclusion if appropriate indicators are
developed that help identify need and support appropriate interventions.

Introduction: The Growth of Performance
Management in Education

A Distinctive Approach
Performance Management

The use of indicators of performance as a way of
managing and improving performance in education is
now so widespread across schools, colleges and
universities that it is difficult to imagine educational
life without them. Yet they are relatively recent in their
current form and differ in significant ways from
previous practice, for example, providing data on
examination success rates. Policy-makers have always
collected data on the functioning of education systems,
and have drawn on these data to monitor systems,
identify trends and promote change. Performance
management in its current form, however, has origins
in anxiety about underperformance in education in an
increasingly
competitive
global
economic
environment. Policy-makers in the UK have seen
performance management as a mechanism for putting
pressure on the education system to force it to improve
across the board and to address the persistent ‘tail’ of
underachievement. There has been a related policy
goal of shifting teachers from a perceived overemphasis on the teaching process to a stronger focus
on attainment outcomes, together with a desire to
increase the accountability of the teaching profession
and so increase value for money.

There has been a distinctively Scottish attempt to
combine self-evaluation and performance management
using performance indicators linked to school selfevaluation, notably in ‘How Good is our School?’ This
seeks to maintain local and school-based elements of
evaluation and to combine quantitative and qualitative
data to arrive at indicators of quality. For example,
examination performance might be combined with data
on teachers’ or parents’ views to construct the
indicators of quality.
The evaluation strategy of the new National
Priorities in Education also uses this combination of
approaches. These National Priorities set out the main
areas for development in Scottish education and
identify ways in which progress towards achieving
these aims can be measured. The Priorities were
established in a context of public discussion and debate
about the future of Scottish education, and reflect an
attempt to combine the pursuit of improved
performance in the international competitive arena
with the promotion of a distinctively Scottish ethos.
Schools are encouraged to carry out ‘rigorous’ selfevaluation of their progress towards achievement of the
targets associated with the five National Priority Areas:
Achievement and Attainment, Framework for
Learning, Inclusion and Equality, Values and
Citizenship, and Learning for Life. The process seeks
to retain different types of indicators of performance
(hard and soft measures), and also tries to keep the
three levels of the system in play (national, local and
school-level).

The Principles of Performance Management
Performance management is a means of auditing and
managing system-wide activity. Organisations are
encouraged to raise their levels of performance, and
manage their staff and customers more tightly to
achieve better outputs and outcomes and avoid
appearing at the bottom of a league table. Its core
assumptions are that performance levels in the public
sector can be raised; that this is desirable and
necessary; and that evaluation on both an individual
and comparative basis will promote improvement.
Thus: is this school efficient and effective? Is this
school more efficient and effective than its neighbour?
Is our school system more efficient and effective than
that of Finland?
Poor position in a league table may have direct
resource consequences or may indirectly reduce
resources through its effects on consumer (parent or
student) choice. In England the introduction of
performance related pay means that poor performance,
as indicated by pupil test scores, may be taken into
account in appraising teacher performance and
reviewing pay.
However advocates of these measurements of
success and failure are reluctant to acknowledge their
limitations; the most obvious being that these are
statistical artefacts: league tables run from top to
bottom and there will thus always be a ‘bottom’ 20%.

in
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An Emphasis on Quantitative Indicators
The Scottish approach is an interesting and potentially
creative version of performance management, but there
is a danger that, in the overall context of competition,
policy-makers will focus on the Priority Areas where
progress can most readily be quantified (ie
Achievement and Attainment) and place less emphasis
on those Priority Areas such as Values and Citizenship,
or Inclusion and Equality where progress is more
difficult to assess and measure.
It is likely that quantifiable indicators will assume
greater importance and significance for the public and
for policy-makers because they appear to be reliable
and straightforward. They can be easily translated into
targets, and progress towards them represented as
‘trends’. Yet their reliability is open to question, and
their straightforwardness may cover their inadequacy
in describing real world complexity. Even within the
Achievement and Attainment Priority Area, the
statistical information from which attainment targets
for schools and local authorities is derived is open to

the criticism that it does not accurately estimate the
schools’ contribution to pupil progress after taking
account of differences in intake ie it does not give an
accurate picture of ‘value added’. As Linda Croxford
argues in Briefing 26, Scottish education does not yet
have appropriate measures that enable the sources of
inequalities in attainment to be identified and targeted.
Possible techniques do exist but are not yet in
widespread use. Meanwhile reliance on inadequate
statistical models and measurements may encourage
policy-makers and politicians to simplify complex
problems and relationships while appearing to be
guided by ‘hard’ evidence. The growth of the idea of
‘evidence-based’ policy may contribute to reliance on
superficially robust indicators.
‘Teaching to the Test’ and Examination–led
Learning?
The risk that performance management, and its
repertoire of indicators and targets, focuses attention
on pupil attainment at the expense of less easily
quantifiable measures has been pointed out by a
number of commentators. The focus on what can be
measured – pupils’ examination performance - places a
very high value indeed on these measures of
attainment. That high value is itself open to question as
examinations are not necessarily good indicators of
what pupils have le arned. Questions may also be raised
about the desirability of examination-led learning in a
context of rapid change and the need to develop
independent and flexible learners.
There are other concerns about the possible impact of
testing and measurement on processes of classroom
teaching and learning. Soucek, for example, argues
that pupils and teachers become preoccupied with
achieving technical success, at the expense of
emotional investment in learning, with its associated
intrinsic satisfactions and rewards. The task of
learning, Soucek argues, is not understood in this
context by either the teacher or the pupil as a ‘real’
challenge to pupils’ capacity to work creatively and
independently, but as an exercise in guessing what the
teacher wants (Soucek 1995).
The possibility that pupils and teachers learn to
‘perform’ in particular strategic ways as a consequence
of performance management (with diminishing returns
for real improvement in learning) is one that has been
raised by its critics. They argue that people learn how
to ‘give a performance’: that they focus on those
aspects of any task that produces high scores. This may
involve ‘teaching to the test’ or concentrating efforts
on meeting the technical requirements of any indicator
(for example by producing excellent documentation for
inspection or a good portfolio for progression to
Chartered Teacher status).
The context of international league tables may add
to this risk by encouraging nation states to promote

‘teaching to the test’ in order to improve their rankings.
There are pressures for conformity in the core areas
(maths, science and literacy) that may cut across
national frameworks and assumptions about teaching
and the measurement of performance in these subjects.
For example, France withdrew from the OECD
sponsored International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS)
following poor results. French educationalists argued
the design of the survey reflected psychometric
practice in the USA which was a function of particular
assumptions about how literacy could be categorised
and measured. This is just one example of the
problems created in using common instruments of
measurement that fail to acknowledge the contextual
nature of much learning and operate as a ‘crude
psychometric
steamroller…that
excludes
or
downweights some components that don’t fit its
simplistic assumptions’ (Goldstein 1995:5).
The Impact of Performance Management on
Teachers and Pupils
Reliance on target setting and monitoring as a key
element of the management of teachers also raises
concerns about the possible distorting effects of targets
on relationships between teachers and managers, and
on teachers’ definitions of their core tasks. Teachers,
heads and their employers all feel under pressure to
demonstrate good performance. This may have positive
effects, but it may also reduce trust, inhibit discussion
of difficulty and diminish honest self-evaluation at all
levels in the system. Because it is necessary to
demonstrate constant improvement, teachers, as well as
pupils, may experie nce unproductive stress that inhibits
their learning and development.
Some evidence from a recent study of teachers in
Europe and Australia suggests that the performance
management approach has had a number of negative
consequences for some pupils and teachers. For
example, teachers in Portugal, Spain, Finland, Sweden
and both Scotland and England reported that they had
less time to devote to assisting pupils with difficulties;
they had to concentrate on those pupils whose
improved performance would count towards
achievement of targets. Teachers made the related
point that pupils at risk of failure and social exclusion
were both more excluded and more aware of their
exclusion than previously. Teachers in all the systems
in the study noted that the demands of reporting and
recording performance, and of managing processes of
accountability, had serious impacts on their time and
energy (Lindblad and Popkewitz 2001). It is interesting
to note that there are concerns about teacher
recruitment and retention throughout the developed
economies. These concerns may well be connected to
the demands made on teachers’ time by performance
management systems. A current OECD investigation
of strategies for recruiting and retaining effective

teachers notes that over-prescription of curriculum and
assessment may have negative effects for teachers’
‘engagement and job satisfaction’ (OECD 2002).

Soucek, V. (1995) ‘Flexible Education and new
standards of Communicative Competence’ in
J.Kenway (ed) Economising Education: the postfordist directions. Geelong: Deakin University Press.

Conclusions
Performance management may give a distorted picture
of children’s learning in Scottish schools, and may also
risk distorting the processes through which they learn.
Yet indicators of performance that capture the
complexity of children’s learning could be developed,
and could play a very important role in promoting
social inclusion. Children learn through a complex
interaction between what the school provides and the
resources that they bring with them but such resources
are not equally distributed among pupils. The
development of sophisticated indicators could be used
to help identify need, to support targeted interventions
where they are most required, and to identify and
spread effective practice.
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