Performance Indicators arrived in the world of education to a sometimes
puzzled and uncertain reception. This book provides an important but
mercifully brief series of readings designed to document and clarify the
practical and policy issues surrounding them. The readings first provide an
historical perspective and then illustrate the various responses of Local
Education Authorities. Present developments are examined in relation to
previous movements towards accountability: inspection and school self-
evaluation. Subsequent chapters look to the future: to the design of sys-
tems for performance monitoring, stressing the need for contextualising
outputs; to the use of statistical methods with care and adequate data; and
to outcomes which include but are not limited to examination results. Some
chapters are exhortatory while others aim at explanation and the illustra-
tion of techniques which will be needed if fair performance indicators are
to be developed. A particularly useful feature is an annotated bibliography
critically reviewing a selection of important publications from both sides of
the Atlantic.

As information becomes increasingly computerised and therefore man-
ageable and accessible, information systems will continually develop.
Whether or not the elements of these systems are called Performance Indi-
cators remains to be seen, but the topics covered in this timely addition to
the British Educational Research Association’s Dialogues series will remain
important to all concerned with education: teachers, governors, LEA
inspectors/advisers, policy makers, legislators, examination boards and
educational researchers.

Carol Taylor FITZ-GIBBON is a Senior Lecturer in the School of Education of
the University of Newcastle-upon-Tyne, England, UK, where she teaches
Research Methods and Evaluation. Whilst a postgraduate student at UCLA
{University of California at Los Angeles) she co-authored a series of books
on evaluation and started research on Peer Tutoring. “-“She has
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involved in the evaluation of the Technical and Vocational Education
Initiative.
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A performance indicator
can be defined as an item of
information collected at regu-
lar intervals to track the per-
formance of a system. Perfor-
mance Indicators (Pls) are
collected in many complex
systems which, like educa-
tion, deliver a service. Thus
‘near-misses’ are recorded to
monitor air transport; the
percentage of trains running
on time is recorded by rail-
ways; the length of hospital
waiting queues is recorded by
the Health Service. These
indicators are not perfect
measures, without error or
problems of definition and
interpretation, but they are
important pointers to the
functioning of the system and
keeping track of them is one
aspect of quality control. Per-
sons responsible for the man-
agement of large and com-
plex systems, such as the
Health Service or the educa-
tion service, need some key
indicators to assist them.

Recent legislation in the
UK has assigned to Local Ed-
ucation Authorities (LEAs)
some responsibility for the
monitoring of the education

service: ‘The Secretary of
State will expect schemes
submitted to him for approval
to include the following ele-
ments: . .. the monitoring
and evaluation procedures to
be applied under the scheme,
including the measures the
LEA propose to use to evalu-
ate the performance of schools.
(Department of Education
and Science, Circular 7/88,
p-31. Emphasis added.)

It can be argued that to
undertake the monitoring task
effectively will require the de-
velopment of useful and bene-
ficial performance indicators
and, indeed, only one of the
contributors to this publica-
tion has questioned the need
for Performance Indicators.
Rather their concern is to find
the right indicators for the
job. This is not to say that
arguments against perfor-
mance monitoring could not
be advanced. A punitive,
heavy handed surveillance
which was perceived as unfair
could conceivably be more
damaging than a laissez faire,
hands-off policy.

Moreover, choosing the
wrong indicators could also

be damaging. To take an ex-
ample from a system other
than education: if the turn-
around time of cross-channel
ferries was closely monitored
and was known to be closely
monitored by those operating
ferries, this monitoring would
apply pressure on the crew.
And if the frequency of dan-
gerous events such as setting
sail with the cargo doors open
was NOT monitored then the
implicit message would be a
dangerous one. This illus-
trates a general principle of
great importance in the design
of monitoring systems: for
every Performance Indicator
(PI) questions must be asked
about the implied messages,
the behavioural implications.
In other words, knowing that
certain indicators are being
collected and monitored, what
implications do people draw?
How will they respond to the
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