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Looking at a class smartly?

What’s going on in our classes? It’s not a simple question, of course, and we have developed less than simple ways of finding answers. Our funding formulae require us to be able to describe in some detail what is going on, up or down, who is coming in, staying, going out, and what they are taking with them. 

Our computers strain ever harder to process the information. So what are we learning? We are required to assess the benefit when claiming the cost; and we must count the cost almost regardless of the cost or benefit! So, what are the costs and benefits, and to whom?

In Quantum Electro-dynamic Theory it has become a commonplace to observe that the very process of making a measurement changes the state of that which is measured. This seems to be true, not just of electrons, but of students, tutors and other staff and volunteers. Therefore the smarter psychologist will not just ask, “what is going on?” They will also ask “what goes on as a result of trying to find out what is going on?” and “Who is trying to find out and why?”  

If we are to be at all serious in our efforts to monitor and evaluate, we must try much harder than we do to measure the effects of our measures to measure. We might then find that our measurements might be more accurate if they were less zealous and more (yes) measured. For example, a few forms might give us some useful information. A few more might give less essential information. A few more after that might mean that people are so sick of filling in forms that they either ignore them or fill them with garbage.

I give you a form to fill in because I am trying to find out something about you, and because it is in my interests to do this. You give me a blank form for the same reason, but, when I receive it, I myself try to figure out why you have given me this form and what is in my best interests to do with it. I do this quite automatically and (generally) quite unconsciously. And I act accordingly. And so do we all. 

So, we are not usually naive and innocent in the process of giving, receiving and returning forms. We may want to find out certain ‘truths’ about our classes, but the person giving out the forms has certain interests to protect and so does the person who receives them. They may fill them in according to what they, rather than we, consider to be necessary, sensible and expedient.

People tend to act to further their own interests. They may not be able to describe their interests and often it is not in our interest to be entirely open with others about the nature of our interests. We do not need, and we may not know how, to talk about our own welfare and well-being. But we usually know how to seek and protect it, so much so that we don’t need to reflect or consciously reason about it. People, like plants and other animals, generally act automatically according to their interests, and must do so in order to survive. 

Forms may request information and may even ask how a person ‘feels’. Rarely, though, do we ask how a person feels about receiving the form, and they may not give, or be able to give, an honest answer even if we do ask. So much for generalities. What about a few specific examples? 

The student:

A student receives a form asking them to describe what they have learned at the end of the course. They don’t want to appear stupid, either to themselves or to others, so they will want to show that progress has taken place, even if it hasn’t. They may also want to see courses continue next year and they gather that negative feedback may prevent this happening. They may feel sorry for the poor tutor who is looking so worried about getting a bad report. Here is a chance to brighten someone’s life at no real cost to themselves. 

Here is an enrolment form. It has a lot of questions, some of which require thought. The student does not wish to appear rude, so they will fill in the form. But time is short, they want to get on with their class; they don’t want to be the last to fill it in, they don’t want to hold up the class, they are not really interested in this form or much bothered with absolute accuracy. Everything points to a skimpiness in answering the questions. Not all the data may be accurate. What answers would I prefer to give? What would the administration prefer to learn about my age? Ethnicity? Previous education? Income? Employment history? Perhaps I can help? 

The tutor:
Tutors are asked to report on the numbers attending their classes and to feedback the information quickly to the administration. Tutors also know that if the numbers are too low the class may be cancelled and they will no longer be employed. If the numbers are OK the information may return on time. If the numbers are borderline there will be a tendency to hope that numbers will improve. Perhaps we should wait a little longer? And longer still? (We surely don’t want to give up hope?) Tutor and students may agree, “Let’s not bother the administration until we are more sure of the position.” 

If the uncertainty remains right up to the end of the course, then it may take that long before the news of this uncertainty filters back to course organisers. The reasoning may be that “It seemed best to wait until we had a clearer picture”, the reality, unobserved by anyone because it was not in their interests to observe it, may be that “It did not suit us to get this information back to you at all.”

A student came very late, another had to leave early. One gave apologies for next week. One later phoned to say they had been ill. Surely it’s not right to cancel a class because of a bit of bad luck like this? The students have filled in their forms. They have, perhaps, already paid for the class. The names of those promised next week are written down. 

Perhaps we can round the numbers up rather than down? If there is check on a particular day it would be unfair to put those figures in if there were reasons for people being away? And so on. Even without the outright fiddle of A.N. Other, O.N.E. Moor and W.E. Needham, there are less outright ways by which number recorded as ‘present’ may float upwards.

Then there is the course report form to be produced by the tutor. Presumably there are just ordinary courses on ordinary days with ordinary tutors with ordinary students achieving ordinary results? But, ordinarily, it is the exceptional that gets recorded and highlighted. Obviously the administration wants to hear that something good happened, rather than just something merely average or mediocre? Well something can surely be found? Of course it can. On average there are generally a few above-average highlights that can be - highlighted! That, after all, is surely what is required? This may produce a ‘feel good’ experience for all concerned but is it providing an accurate, or even roughly honest, account of the class?  

The office administrator:
The administration receives all this good news about its classes and has to produce annual reports,   statistical returns and grant applications to funders. Its reports on itself might also be keenly investigated by competitors. So organisations are hardly disinterested seekers after truth when providing others with ...information about themselves. On the contrary, you must cross out the ’dis’ and shift it to the space indicated. Organisations, inevitably, are highly interested in their own continuing future, prosperity, well-being, growth, security. This interest is shared by those working for the organisation who wish to go on working for the organisation, or who want a good reference from their boss. 

That covers everyone. So if the information available clashes with these shared interests there must be something wrong with the information. To put it bluntly, disinformation may be more in our interests than information. But it is not in our interests even to confront ourselves with this painful truth. So we don’t. Such honesty sticks out like a sharp stone in the stream of existence. We find ways of softening it, covering it, wearing away its sharpest edges, going round it, breaking it up, ignoring it altogether.      

So, I apply for a grant and I understand that I will be more likely to get the money if I can promise to deliver a very good rather than an average return of successful, contented, motivated, achieving, employable and employed students. In fact I don’t have a crystal ball. I am hoping for the best. I don’t want to promise ‘too much’ more than I can deliver, but is it realistic to be too realistic if everyone else applying for money is going to turn their best hopes into a grant application? In a world where every serious player is expected to think positively, it seems almost negative, and is certainly counterproductive, to think realistically or honestly. It can be positively embarrassing and naive. 

Of course, when I send in my interim and final returns to the funding body, the details may not be so magnificent as the promise. But if the shortfall is no worse than that of other providers I may get by. If I cannot trail clouds of glory around everything I have done perhaps I can generate enough of a cloud of uncertainty over the most embarrassing deficiencies? In any case, it may not be in the interest of the funder, either, to publicise how so many providers failed to deliver? If I am as bad as the competition then it may not be good for the funder’s future employment prospects to say too much about how bad the delivery was when compared with the promise.  

Similar pressures are experienced when assembling data returns, annual reports and other surveys of what the organisation has achieved. It is in our interests to put our best foot forward, to show our best face in its best light, and thereby make a sale. We must inform but, above all, we must impress. This requires a certain amount of brass neck, but not so much as to be too obvious, and it gets less and less obvious by the year in a world where everyone is wearing one. 

If we are to impress we need the technology to do so. We need the figures, duly ‘processed’ by students, tutors and administrators. We also need the photos, the design skills, the quotable quote, the human interest story. Perhaps, best of all, we can construct an ‘event’ which can be ‘reported’ by the media? This reported event can then itself be reported in our own reports. Now we are getting serious. Now we are becoming real. Now we are moving into becoming big time professional operators. Sounds difficult? You obviously need some more training in using the media, press and public relations skills. There will be another training event on all this soon. The brass neck of the trainers will act as a role model for you all. 

The reason?

So how did all this come about? Are matters different from how they used to be? If so, why?

Everyone in the business of education knows only too well that there is much more of a paper trail around courses in further and adult education than ever before. The paper seeks information but, just as often, it provides the means by which people protect their interests. Interests, as we have seen, are bound to come first. This was always so but what is so different now is that everyone feels so much less secure and so much less certain about their future. Funding is tight, declining and dependent on our providing a good report on ourselves. Competition is intense. Our interests are thereby under much more of a threat than ever they were and it is therefore all the more urgent that we try to protect and secure our position. 

That’s the truth. Never mind any other truth. Of course, truth matters. We can’t be blatant in our misinformation. We are not supposed to lie. Not only is it immoral, it shows a lack of professional skill. Why lie outright when uncomfortable truths can be isolated, inoculated, re-arranged, re-presented and entirely eclipsed by the professional management of attractive plausibilities?  

Of course, it is in the interests of some to see behind our masks and examine the more humdrum reality lurking behind our glittering presentation. The shrewd inspector, auditor, administrator, moderator is well aware of the issues raised above. They try to read between the lines. They try spot-checks. They push hard against some of the more suspicious details. They do not altogether trust that these reports are telling the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth. 

As insecurity increases, dissembling follows apace, trust consequently declines; we need more forms and longer ones so that we can cross-check and analyse more closely. We want more evidence. Did the student bring evidence of their unemployed status? Their income? Their previous learning? A birth certificate of the child who wants a free crèche place? Proof that their childminder is approved? Proof that they completed the homework? Can they verify all this? Will they sign below to confirm that the information they give is accurate? Will the tutor sign to confirm that they have seen all this? Will the administrator sign to confirm that they have checked the tutor’s report? Will you sign to confirm that, in all the places where signatures are needed, the signatures have been provided, and are accurate? Please don’t forget to add today’s date and append four photocopies of documentary requirements listed below.     

Of course, as you trust me less, I may become still more defensive and insecure, less likely to trust you and still more concerned to protect my interests. Low trust implies lack of respect. So why should I respect you either? Why should I take your forms seriously? Is this all becoming a game? In which case why don’t I just play it as cynically as others? Why should I waste time feeling any sort of remorse or regret?

Macchiavelli, many centuries ago, gave detailed advice about how to play these games and argued that, if success in court, parliament or marketplace was the overriding concern, then honesty and integrity were a form of baggage that the dominant performer could not afford to carry. Competition, insecurity, intense pressure from rivals keep us on our toes. They also keep us on our guard. We will perform in preference to revealing too much about ourselves. We certainly won’t want to reveal any weak spots. 

And so here is a major, but relatively unexplored consequence of turning the education service into a marketplace. More and more paper to check that the original papers are accurate. Less and less mutual trust. More and more public relations and impression management at the expense of sober reporting. Less complacency certainly. Quite possibly in the past we all felt too complacent and safe for our own good and for that of the students? 

But have we now gone too far to the other extreme? Is collective mania and frenetic busyness the best route to achievement in education? Is the cost of assessing the cost now exceeding the benefit? Is the paperwork taken seriously? Does all of it deserve to be taken seriously?

More is spent on public relations and advertising than on education and these budgets have grown enormously even within education. Is this real progress? The PR industry gets ever more skilled but is anyone really fooled in the long run? Don’t we all sense inside how hollow all this really is? In the ‘real world’ politicians use PR slogans and packaged events rather than real debate; market competitors trade in illusions and plausibilities at least as much as in goods and services. And now education has been sucked in. Markets are ‘real’; public services are inefficient, costly and ineffective. Yet teachers and doctors are still believed far more than advertisers, marketers and politicians. For how much longer will that last?

