
This article was published in an Elsevier journal. The attached copy
is furnished to the author for non-commercial research and

education use, including for instruction at the author’s institution,
sharing with colleagues and providing to institution administration.

Other uses, including reproduction and distribution, or selling or
licensing copies, or posting to personal, institutional or third party

websites are prohibited.

In most cases authors are permitted to post their version of the
article (e.g. in Word or Tex form) to their personal website or
institutional repository. Authors requiring further information

regarding Elsevier’s archiving and manuscript policies are
encouraged to visit:

http://www.elsevier.com/copyright

http://www.elsevier.com/copyright


Author's personal copy

Implications of Educational Policies for Minority

Language Pupils in England and United States.

D. Amanda Kibler. Didcot: Symposium Books,

Monographs on International Education. 2005

(132pp., no price, ISBN 1 873927 15 0 (pbk)).

This monograph is even shorter than it sounds:
there is a text of 70 pages and 62 pages of
appendices. It is claimed to be a comparative case
study analysis but, of the 70 pages, 30 are reviews of
literature and documents, and there are only 40
pages for the two case studies and the comparison.

The research questions sound interesting:

1. How do language policies and their implementa-
tion relate to education?

2. How have the language-in-education policies of
England and United States developed, and how
do they affect educational provision?

3. How are the following aspects of language policy
for non-native English speakers implemented at
the primary school level in England and United
States?
� English-language literacy and development
� First-language literacy and development
� Pupil assessment

4. What factors affect language policy implementa-
tion at the primary school level?

In fact, the first two questions are analysed only
through analysis of documents; only the last two are
considered through the case studies. Moreover, the
case studies are based on only 1 week in one school
in England and Texas; as far as I can see, there was
no attempt to interview (whether through guided
interviews or focus group discussions) either pupils
or their parents.

Unsurprisingly, the cases studies are thin (a total
of 31 pages) and the comparison is superficial. Thus,
despite an extensive bibliography (8 pages), there

are major gaps in the analysis of the implications of
educational policies for minority language pupils in
England and United States. There are at least two
sets of literature over the last 15 years that the
author appears not to have come across which
would have affected her analysis:

� In England, there has been considerable research
on the need for and adequacy of provision
for minority language pupils, originally, during
the 1990s, by ALBSU and then much more
after the Moser Report (which is also not
referenced).
� In the US, there has been a substantial critical

literature on No Child Left Behind over the last
15 years; I have heard at least three presentations
in the (rare) conferences I have attended in the
last 5 years.

The comparative analysis and conclusions are equally
weak. As far as I can see, the main conclusions are
that:

� there are internal pressures resulting from scarce
resources that have affected the nature an extent
of provision,
� there are societal and political pressures that

affect policy implementation in both schools.

It is difficult to see what we are meant to have
learnt. Such a study was probably worth no more
than a research note in a journal of bilingual
education.
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Monitoring Educational Achievement, Postlethwaite,

T. Fundamentals of Educational Planning, Vol. 81.

UNESCO Institute for Educational Planning, Paris

(2004). 139pp., ISBN: 9280312758.

International comparative studies of educational
achievement have increased recently in terms of

numbers, resources devoted to them and the
amount of attention paid to them by the media
and policymakers. A volume that attempts to
explain them, their strengths and weaknesses, to
non-experts ought to be welcomed, especially when
written by one of the key figures involved in their
50-year history.
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The author sets out the following aims for the
book:

1. To justify the importance of monitoring of
achievement with examples.

2. To discuss and respond to criticisms of these
international studies.

3. To point out the key technical aspects that
should concern users.

4. To set out the implications of such studies for
national policymakers at whom the book is
principally aimed.

Following a brief historical introduction, the first
chapter is headed ‘Why do countries undertake
national assessments or participate in international
assessments?’ The author claims that the two
principal reasons are to identify the strengths and
weaknesses in a (educational) system, and to track
changes over time.

In fact, what is described by the author is how
achievement tests are conceived of and applied—
for example, deciding whether a country has
sufficient technical resources to carry out a large-
scale study. The reader will look in vain for a
general discussion of how test results might allow
anyone to come to conclusions about system
strengths or changes over time. Instead, the reader
will have to make do with the examples described in
the next two chapters.

The second chapter looks at two large-scale
national studies, in Vietnam and Kenya. The
Vietnam study is briefly described and some results
presented. The method used extensively now by the
International Association for the Evaluation of
Educational Achievement (IAE) and OECD for
their studies of defining ‘skill levels’ in a hierarchical
series of increasingly elaborated statements is
presented in a completely unproblematic fashion.
Thus the author claims ‘it was possible to establish
six levels of skills in each subject matter’ (p. 37). We
are given no indication that there is indeed a debate
about the validity of such definitions. (Let me
declare here that I am among those who have
published critiques of these studies that are not
referenced in this volume.) The chapter goes on to
quote results showing a high correlation between
provincial average teachers’ scores and pupils’
scores on reading and maths test. Without any
hesitation we are told that ‘pupils taught by teachers
with low skills in mathematics and reading had a
serious handicap’, as if it were really possible to

adduce such a causal inference from the existence of
a high correlation, and, moreover, one measured at
province rather than teacher level. Similar levels of
(surprising) naivety are woven into the whole fabric
of this book. In the same chapter, there are
references to choosing items to define a minimum
skill level for ‘the ability to survive in Kenyan
society’ (p. 49) with the reflection that some
apparently poor results should encourage the read-
ing specialists to think about redefining the levels.
The notion that there can be a simple relationship
between test scores and social functioning is just
taken for granted, as is the idea that it is
straightforwardly possible to make clear inferences
about real changes over time from changes in test
scores. At the end of this chapter, the author does
make some attempt to deal with the problem of
causal inference in discussing the relationships
between achievement and, for example, region by
adjusting for social background. In doing so,
however, he omits any mention of the vast amount
of research that demonstrates that a minimum
requirement for sound causal inference about such
relationships is longitudinal data that allow adjust-
ment for achievement prior to attending a stage or
phase of schooling. Of course, the major national
and international studies described in this book are
cross-sectional and do not have such data—a fact
which means they are really most unsuitable for
adducing causality. To admit this, however, would
be to undermine the whole rationale for this
volume! I am not suggesting that studies of this
kind are valueless, merely that they are able to
answer only a limited number of questions.

The next chapter looks at some of the studies made
by the Southern and Eastern Consortium for Mon-
itoring Educational Quality (SACMEQ), the Pro-
gramme for International Student Assessment (PISA)
and IEA. Much is made of using SACMEQ to study
achievement changes over about a 5-year period.
Again we are treated to statements such as ‘the
question may well be asked as to why there was a
decrease. In order to answer this it would be
important to have measures of change in other
variables’. We are then provided with a list of changes
over the same time period in other variables such as
classroom resource items, whereas what we really need
to know is whether adjusting for any changes in
such variables affects the achievement changes. Then
there is the issue of the comparability of the different
SACMEQ tests 5 years apart: the reader is told
that the tests were ‘equated’ as if that was an
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unproblematic procedure that can be left to technical
experts rather than a highly contested area for
debate. The PISA study is examined and some
results quoted. Again differences between countries
are given strong causal interpretations with clear
‘advice’ for policymakers (p. 67) and a summary
is given of results that assume clear causal relation-
ships.

The next chapter is headed ‘Criticisms of assess-
ment studies and responses to criticisms’. Eight
‘criticisms’ are presented, yet some of the most
cogent are ignored. For example, there has long
been a debate about translation issues, yet this is not
mentioned. Likewise, the method of choosing and
discarding test items is by no means unproblematic,
yet this is not mentioned. On the whole, this chapter
presents a very superficial picture; for example,
under the heading ‘costs of such studies’, only the
actual monetary costs are mentioned with no
account taken of hidden costs in terms of teacher
time etc.

The next chapter deals with technical standards
by which studies can be judged. This is perhaps the
most useful chapter in the book, providing a useful
set of questions that a reader can ask about how a
study has been conducted.

The final chapter raises some implications for
educational planners. Once again the author ignores
the key distinction between statistical associations
and causality. While he remarks that ‘it is not the
rank order (of the mean results) that is important’,
he strikingly ignores the fact that it is precisely these
rank orderings that get reported in the media and
are taken up by governments. This is a pity, since
Postlethwaite himself has been extremely influential
in the whole international testing movement. One of
the problems, of course, is that the funding for these
studies ultimately comes from governments who
seem to be satisfied with the league tables that rank
orderings produce.

Overall, it is difficult to recommend this book. Its
treatment of the issues tends to be both superficial
and misleading. It presents the issues as relatively
unproblematic, and omits some of the more
contentious ones. These studies are proliferating,
their costs are increasing and governments take
considerable notice of them. A serious and balanced
evaluation is badly needed.

Harvey Goldstein
University of Bristol, Bristol, UK
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Ethical Research with Children, Ann Farrell. Open

University Press, Maidenhead (2006). (188pp.,

£17.99 (pbk) £55.00 (hbk), ISBN: 0335216501

(pbk), 033521651X (hbk)).

Involving children in social research means
generating knowledge and insight into young
people’s social environment in a way that corre-
sponds with the youth’s own perception of its
situation. It also means giving children the oppor-
tunity to determine the agenda items and subjects to
discuss in the research, so that the produced
knowledge reflects the environment of youth as
they perceive it. The expertise of young people on
their environment can be combined with the
research skills of a professional researcher. Invol-
ving children in social research is more and more
common nowadays. It therefore remains important
to stress the ethical issues that researchers working
with children should be aware of. In Ethical

Research with Children, Ann Farrell aims at explor-
ing these issues and does that thoroughly.

Reading this book, researchers working with
children become aware of the fact that ethics should
be considered in every step of the research. It helps
them realize that ethical research really is more than
using a checklist. By giving practical examples and
applications, for example on realising informed
consent, researchers will be inspired to put ethical
research into practice.

The introduction of the book enlarges the under-
standing of the historical perspective on ethics. It
shows the similarities and differences between ethics
in medical and social research. The connection with
social concepts of risks as discussed by Gary Allen
makes it possible to consider ethical research within a
larger context. Virginia Morrow provides interesting
discussion material on new ethical questions, for
example, how can results of research be used to
realize improvements in the environment of children?
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