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�
Introduction


For the last decade schools in England and Wales have felt the impact of educational policies based on a belief that competition between schools will stimulate improved educational standards. Even with a new Labour Government in the UK (elected in May 1997) many competitive features remain in place.





This paper has two main aims. The first is to discuss the theoretical basis for linking competition between schools to improved performance, by applying the structure-conduct-performance model to the concept of the public-market in education. (This forms part of continuing conceptual work integrating economics and sociological approaches to the analysis of school quasi-markets, competitive pressures and co-operative relations). Competition is related both to particular structural features in the public education market and to behavioural responses by the key players. The conduct/behaviour of consumers and producers mediates between structures designed to stimulate competition and resulting school performance in terms of attracting resources (pupils and finance) and educational outcomes.





The second part of the paper examines evidence analysed to date on the impact of different degrees of competition on secondary schools' performance, using data from a major, longitudinal study funded by the UK Economic and Social Research Council (ref. R000236425) - the ICOSS (Impact of Competition on Secondary Schools) study.





The ICOSS Study is investigating the relationship between (a) secondary schools' local competitive and co-operative contexts and (b) their educational priorities, internal processes, performance, resource management and local school hierarchies. Complementary data sets have been generated, ranging from quantitative, longitudinal data to in-depth qualitative examination of case study schools. The data facilitate both the statistical measurement of change over time in a large number of schools and insights into the processes and decisions that guide the fortunes of individual schools. Data collection started in 1995 and was completed in 1998 (though data have been gathered relating to years prior to the start date - see below). Whilst analysis of most of these data sets has been underway for some time, the most intensive stage of the analysis has only begun recently once all the data had been collected - enabling us to explore the linkages between the different data sets. The data sets are as follows:


administrative data base, in which information on more than 300 secondary schools in six LEA areas in England - derived from administrative sources (the LEAs, Department for Education and Employment, Funding Agency for Schools) - has been collected for the period 1990/91 to 1995/96. 


postal survey of headteachers of schools in the administrative database, carried out in the Autumn term, 1997.


personal interviews of 16 headteachers - selected from ICOSS schools with varying contexts and academic performance.


case studies of three schools - selected from the schools where headteachers were interviewed.


research with LEAs, through interviews and analysis of documentation - involving the same six LEAs which contributed information for the administrative database.





Drawing initially on data from the ICOSS administrative database, we have begun to tackle the hypothesis that improvements in school performance are positively associated with competition (Levacic et al 1998a).  This paper builds on this work and draws on data from the administrative data set and the survey of headteachers (Levacic  et al 1998b).  Of the schools in the administrative data base 227 head teachers returned a completed questionnaire.  This contained closed questions addressed to headteachers concerning their perceptions of the degree of competition and co-operation between local secondary schools, the impact of such competition on student rolls and school budgets and changes in certain key internal processes.  The questions were designed so that they could be answered quickly in order to maximize responses.  Short written comment on the impact of competition was also invited.  The response rate was 69per cent.  





Section 1: Theoretical Frameworks for linking competition and school performance 


The Simple Market Model


The ICOSS study originated in a desire to investigate the impact of a policy strategy that sought to apply market principles to a public service. Competition between schools, viewed through an ideological commitment to the market, is seen as a means of making schools more responsive to their consumers and ensuring that they ‘drive up standards’ (e.g. Sexton, 1987 pp 8-9). It is summarised, for example, by one former Minister of State for Education, who, announcing measures to give more powers of decision-making to schools, said: 





They also give genuine choice to parents which will drive up standards as schools and parents take advantage of the freedom to make their own decisions.  ....Taken together these two measures will ensure that our schools control more of their budgets and that the size of these budgets is determined by the number of pupils they attract.  This will ensure that our primary and secondary system is more responsive to customer choice which will drive up standards. 


(Fallon 1990)





This belief in the efficacy of choice, competition and market pressures simplifies the nature of the 'real-life' relationship between structures or policy frameworks on the one hand and outcomes on the other. Hence, we refer to this proposition as a 'simple market model’, a 'black box' model predicting a relationship between structures (that is, by implication, competition) and outcomes without attending to what stands between the two. Thus it gives rise to an hypothesis, that competition will lead to improved outcomes. This apparently straightforward hypothesis needs some elaboration however, even within the simple market model, in order to develop a definition of competition capable of being operationalized. We turn to this in the next section.





An important point to note is that, given the nature of schooling, competition is a local phenomenon.  Its degree will vary for schools depending on local factors.   Hence the simple market model prediction, that educational performance is positively related to competition, needs to take account of the fact that the degree of competition will vary according to locality and the nature of the local competitive arena (Glatter et al 1996), as well as being affected by a common set of national government policies. 





The simple market model has been and continues to be influential internationally in politicians' thinking. It is, therefore, instructive to examine carefully its effects and to illuminate the degree to which its operationalization as educational policy is consistent or otherwise with the promises made for it. For all its simplicity, it is possible that the model could have some predictive power.  





Nevertheless, the simple market model by its nature simplifies drastically the realities of the implementation, impacts and responses to policy reform in education. The capacity of the model to enhance understanding of competition is severely limited. To enhance such understanding, it is essential to take into account the myriad processes, influences and inter-relationships characteristic of each local area which affect schools, teachers, parents and pupils in a more market-like environment and which impact upon educational performance (Gewirtz et al 1995, Woods et al 1998). It is also necessary to acknowledge the impact of the macro-environment where national political decisions are made and technological, social and other changes affect school education.





Within the ICOSS study, therefore, work is continuing on the conceptualisation of competition. This conceptual work is interacting with the analyses of the data sets and is seeking to develop an understanding of competition within a theoretical model, such as that of the public-market (Woods and Bagley, 1996, Woods et al., 1998), that incorporates the processes and interacting factors absent from the simple market model (Woods in preparation). 


Competition: further conceptualisation


For the purposes of assessing the competition-performance hypothesis arising from the simple market model, we take the policy framework created in the 1980s and early 1990s as a given. That is, these particular policy reforms - local management of schools, pupil-led funding, enhanced rights to parental choice, and so on (see Levacic  1995, Woods et al 1998 for further discussion of these reforms) - constitute the structural framework intended to create the competitive pressures required by the simple market model.  Although they could have been constructed differently, we do not here go into the possible variations. Many aspects of these structural changes are remaining in place under New Labour (e.g. parental choice, delegated budgeting, league tables).





But to begin to explore the effects of competition, it is insufficient to confine its definition to the structural framework which forms the input side of the simple market model. This framework is intended to have effect through the behaviour of producers and consumers. In other words, we must be mindful that underpinning the simple market model is some notion of the 'structure-conduct-performance' 


(S-C-P) linkage, a long-standing paradigm in industrial organization studies (Scherer and Ross, 1989; Mason, 1939) which recognises the significance of behaviour as a component of competition. Its hypothesis is that organizational (producer) performance depends on producer and consumer conduct - which in turn is shaped by market structure. The model is not simply linear but also recognises the influence of conduct on structure.  It provides a common framework for both simple models and more sophisticated ones�.





The dual nature in economic analysis of the term 'competition', referring both to the presence of certain structural conditions and to particular forms of behaviour or conduct by producers and consumers, is made clear in a leading textbook on industrial organization (Scherer and Ross, 1989, p15): 





Two broad conceptions, one emphasising the conduct of buyers and sellers, and the other emphasising structure, can be distinguished.  .. On the conduct side (Adam) Smith considered the essence of competition to be an independent striving for patronage by the various sellers in the market. ...





Scherer and Ross distinguish this form of competition, which they call 'rivalry', from the post-Smith concept of 'structural competition'.  The features required for a competitive market structure are a homogeneous product, many firms, costless information for customers and no barriers to entry for new producers.  The main issue in industrial economics is to what degree these conditions are required for competition to be 'workable'. Another approach is that of  Scheerens (1997) who develops a comprehensive  theoretical framework for school effectiveness which draws on organisation and public choice theories.  In this framework competition is an external contingent factor which might enhance schools’ performance, though as Scheerens notes ‘these different external conditions that might stimulate school performance have not been the object of many empirical studies’.





Our developing conceptualisation of competition distinguishes three models of increasing complexity - the simple market model, the S-C-P model and the public - market model (Woods and Bagley, 1996).  The latter encompasses both market and public elements, distinguishing in particular between different modes of engagement by the main players and how these relate to values, attitudes and beliefs as well as to incentives and sanctions.  As noted above, conceptual work within this theoretical framework is continuing.





Any empirical study must operationalize the concept of competition.  In this paper we do this by applying the S-C-P model to schooling.  In relation to school education, the main structural conditions for competition include:


S1	 the availability to parents of alternative schools, including the number and proximity of alternative schools;


S2	homogeneity or diversity types of school (e.g. grant maintained�) and in educational programmes;


S3	regulations governing parental choice of school and admissions policies; 


S4	proportion of spare school places;


S5	ease with which schools can expand capacity or close;


S6	rules which determine the allocation of resources to schools;


S7	regulations concerning the provision of information to parents.





Important aspects of behaviour or conduct include:�


actions by school managers, designed to make parents, pupils, feeder schools and other stakeholders perceive the school’s attractive qualities relative to other schools; these vary from actions to secure substantive change in the quality of education being provided to those which are promotional only (Woods et al 1998);





parents ‘actively’ choosing between schools manifested as (a) actual decisions to send children to non-catchment area schools, and (b) potential decisions to do this if a catchment area school comes to be seen as less attractive than an available alternative.





These sorts of structural conditions and behaviours raise many fundamental and taxing questions, with conceptual, methodological and normative implications. For example: Which of them are essential, defining elements, without which competition is not present? Do different combinations constitute different forms of competition?  Is rivalrous behaviour by schools to attract parents an essential ingredient of competition? How active does parental choice need to be in order to conclude that it is active? How might the potential to choose outside the local catchment area be measured or assessed? Do the predominant values guiding schools and parents have to be self-interested ones if it is to be concluded that competition is present? Or are other values consistent with competition? How might the political climate created by national government, as well as national and local cultures, alter the very conception of competition in a public service like education? Does the conduct and performance response of schools to similar competitive pressures vary, and if so, why? Such questions require a more sophisticated conceptual model which is being pursued as part of the study, as indicated above.


Performance


The dominant theme concerning contemporary advocacy of competition in Britain as a spur to higher standards is measurable examination and test results.  The school examination performance indicator which has been given the most official prominence is the proportion of a school’s pupils aged 15 by August  31 in the year prior to sitting the General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) examinations who gain passes at grades A* to C in five or more subjects.  This is the currently official benchmark for comparing secondary schools.  In addition to this indicator we also use the proportion of pupils gaining five or more GCSE passes at grades A* to G (i.e. passing) and the average points score at Advanced Level of candidates  taking two or more subjects (the official  A level performance indicator).





This is not to say that these particular measures are the only, or even primary indicators of educational performance or good schooling.  The school effectiveness movement has been criticised for its concentration on certain measurable criteria of good schooling.  Indeed in some ways the introduction of market-orientated reforms and emphasis on responsiveness to the consumer can be seen as challenging such criteria, given the suggestion by some research that parents' perceptions of good schooling are wider than examination and test results (Woods, 1996; Woods et al, in press 1998). Nevertheless, there is evidence that these reforms actually press schools to become narrower in their focus (Gewirtz, 1997; Woods et al 1998). 





The point is that improved examination performance is a prominent claim made by advocates of competition in schooling and we can go some way to testing this claim with the data we have.





Additional indicators of school performance which we consider are success at recruiting students and the school's ability to attract financial resources.  In the simple market model these performance variables are interlinked: good examination performance attracts students and funds and these provide the incentive for schools to improve performance. 





The rest of the paper is divided into three further sections. Section 2 considers the evidence on links between headteachers' perceptions of the degree of competition and measures of some of the structural features of competition and on the association between  competition and co-operation.  Section 3 examines evidence from the survey of headteachers on the relationship between key internal school processes related to examination performance and the degree of competition.  Section 4 considers the evidence on the relationship between the degree of competition and examination performance.  


Section 2. Evidence on the nature of competition


From the above discussion it is established that competition is a multi-faceted concept, defined in terms of structural features and forms of behaviour by producers and consumers.  Different forms and combinations of behaviour and structure give rise to different degrees of competition.  Given this complexity and variability,  'competition' and the 'degree of competition' are difficult concepts to operationalize empirically.  In the ICOSS study we have approached this problem in different ways.  The administrative and survey data sets contain variables which are indicators of the structural variables.  The ones used in the analyses reported in this paper are shown in Table 1.  Structural variables S6 and S7 (in the above list) are set nationally and show much less local variation than the others. They are therefore excluded from Table 1 as the purpose for this paper is to operationalise competition in such away as to reveal variations between localities.  As we had no quantative indicators of admissions rules (S3) this was also omitted.


Table 1  Operationalization of structural competition variables


Structural variable �
Indicator in administrative data set �
Indicator in survey data set�
�
S1: availability of alternatives�
Researcher judgement of urban or rural location.


�
Head's selection of geographic location of school: urban, semi-rural, rural.


Number of other schools with which head perceives own school to be in competition. Metropolitan or County LEA.�
�
S2. Diversity in educational programmes�
Presence of GM and selective schools�
�
�
S4: spare places�
Proportion of intake year places filled in 1990/91 to 1995/96�
�
�
S5 ease of entry and exit�
Number of schools closed by LEA 1990 - 1996�
�
�



The six LEAs participating in the ICOSS study were selected in order to provide a variety of local contexts.  As shown in Table 2, the LEAs included two metropolitan and four county (rural and semi-rural) LEAs and hence different social and geographical contexts, and differences in the proportion of selective and GM schools.  The different local contexts therefore give rise to differences in structural variables S1, S2 and S4, for which the administrative data provide indicators. 





Consumer conduct: parents' actively choosing


An indicator of active choice by parents was constructed using data collected on the number of pupils in the last year of primary school in the secondary school's catchment area. The indicator of active parental choice is the year-on-year change in the number of the school’s intake year pupils as a proportion of available pupils in the school's catchment area.  This indicator takes account of demographic factors, which the ratio of intake pupils to intake places available does not.  It indicates shifts in parental choice between schools.





Producer conduct


Data on the conduct by schools was obtained from the headteacher survey which contained questions on emphasis on examinations, practices with respect to setting or banding classes by ability and the range of subject options offered to students.  As these are forms of conduct designed to enhance the attractiveness of the school.  They are described in more detail later in the paper.





Table 2 Characteristics of the six participating Local Education Authorities


LEA �
Authority Type�
Number of secondary schools 95/96�
School system�
Percentage of pupils entitled to free school meals 92 -95�
No. (%) of GM schools 95/96�
�
LEA 1�
county�
35�
comprehensive�
9�
0 (0.0)�
�
LEA 2�
metropolitan�
27�
comprehensive�
26�
2 (7.4)�
�
LEA 3�
metropolitan�
79�
some selection�
36�
18 (22.8)�
�
LEA 4�
county�
40�
comprehensive�
12�
10 (25.0)�
�
LEA 5�
county�
43�
mainly selective�
9�
9 (20.9)�
�
LEA 6�
county�
103�
some selection�
13�
69 (67.0)�
�
total�
�
� =SUM(ABOVE) �327��
�
�
108 (33%)�
�
GM = Grant Maintained.  Note that by 1995/96 22 per cent of English schools were GM. 





The degree of competition in a local market reflects both producer and consumer conduct.  The headteachers survey provided a measure of the perceived degree of competition.  Headteachers were asked to place their school in one of four categories of degree of perceived competition between local secondary schools. The responses are shown in Table 3.  The vast majority of schools perceived high or fair degrees of competition.  For the rest of the analysis the degree of competition is measured  in three categories: highly, fairly and little/no.  This indicator of competition is based on headteachers' perceptions and assessments of the behaviour of other schools and their own school and that of parents in evaluating and selecting schools.  These behaviours in turn are expected to be related in some degree to structural features.  However, we do not necessarily expect that there will be a direct link between structural features and conduct.  One of the key  aspects of a public-market is the extent to which the values, attitudes and customs of educational professionals and service users mediate and disrupt the link between competitive structural variables and the competitive conduct predicted by the structure-conduct-performance model.  In the survey head teachers were left to form their own judgement of how to assess the degree of competition.  The interview data will enable us to report elsewhere the bases of these judgements.  


Table 3 Perception of degree of competition


Degree of perceived competition�
Per cent of schools�
�
Highly competitive�
41�
�
Fairly competitive�
45�
�
Little competition�
12�
�
No competition�
1�
�



Relationships between degree of competition and structure


The relationships between the perceived degree of competition and indicators of structural competition (availability of alternatives and spare capacity) were investigated by calculating the chi-square statistic and are reported here�. As expected by the S-C-P model, differences in the degree of perceived competition were associated with differences in the availability of alternatives.  For example, a higher degree of  perceived competition was associated with a larger number of other schools with which the school was in competition (See Table A1) .  





Degrees of perceived competition were associated with statistically significant differences in the availability of alternatives as proxied by urban (63 per cent schools), semi-rural (28 per cent) and rural (9 per cent) locations (Table A2).   However, there was no significant difference in urban and semi-rural areas in the percentage of heads reporting high competition (over 40 per cent). Also in both rural and semi-rural areas a quarter of heads reported low competition compared with only 8 per cent in urban areas.  However, 97 per cent of schools thought that since 1992 parents had become more aware of alternative schools.





There were considerable differences in the degree of perceived competition by LEA area (Table A3).   LEA2 and LEA3 are large conurbations, but only 13 per cent of heads reported  high competition in LEA2 compared with 52 per cent in LEA3.  In LEA2 a  third reported low competition compared with only 4 per cent in LEA3.  LEA1 and LEA6 are both county LEAs, with mixed urban and rural communities, but only 16  per cent of schools were in a highly competitive situation in LEA1 compared to 58 per cent in LEA6.  A third of schools in LEA1 reported little competition compared to 5 per cent in LEA6.  A major factor differentiating these LEAs is the proportion of grant maintained (GM) schools.  This is itself related to the culture, values and history of the LEA.   Both LEA1 and LEA2 worked hard to maintain a co-operative culture between schools and the LEA so that headteachers and governors did not choose to opt out of the LEA�.  Our survey data also reveal a statistically significant  difference between GM and LEA schools in the perceived degree of competition (56 per cent of GM schools and 33 per cent of LEA schools reported high competition).  





One would expect competition to be more intense where schools are vying to fill spare places.  However, there was no significant association between the amount of spare capacity and the degree of perceived competition,  suggesting that competition is not just about the quantity of pupils but about the quality of the pupil intake.  This is consistent with the findings in other recent research that some schools practice 'social targeting' in order to recruit students who will perform well in examinations (Woods et al. 1998).


Competition and co-operation


The survey also asked head teachers about the degree of co-operation between secondary schools.  Nineteen per cent reported high co-operation, 55 per cent a fair degree and 24 per cent little or no co-operation.  Thus overall a good or fair degree of co-operation co-existed with  high to fair degrees of competition.  This indicates that, as in other sectors (Alter and Hage, 1993), organizations both co-operate and compete.  As with competition, the two urban LEAs differed in degree of co-operation.  In LEA2 87 per cent of headteachers perceived a high or fair degree of co-operation compared with 71 per cent in LEA3.  In county LEA1 no schools reported the absence of co-operation compared with around a third doing so in LEAs 4 and 6.





As expected, there was a statistically significant inverse association between the degree of competition and that of co-operation.  Only 8 per cent of highly competitive schools reported  a high degree of co-operation, while 42 per cent of them compared to 15 per cent of fairly competitive schools reported little or no co-operation.  GM schools reported significantly less co-operation than LEA schools. 


Summary findings


The degree of perceived competition was weakly related to structural features reflecting the availability to consumers of alternative providers (the number of perceived competitors and population density as proxied by urban- rural distinctions).  However, there was considerable variation in the perceived degree of competition between LEAs of similar population density. This suggests the importance of factors which mediate between structure and competitive behaviour,  in particular, the different LEA histories and cultures, which have led to differences in the take up of grant maintained status - itself associated with higher degrees of perceived competition.  Co-operation and competition co-existed but were also inversely related. 


Section 3  Competition and internal school processes


An essential element of the S-C-P model is that in response to competition the school improves its performance by changing aspects of its conduct which impinge directly on its production process so as to improve efficiency , productivity and/or quality.  We investigated this part of the S-C-P model applied to schools by asking simple closed questions in the survey about key internal processes which it is expected that schools would adopt as part of  an effort to improve examination performance within a tight budget constraint.  (Almost half of the ICOSS schools experienced a decline in their real budget over the period 1990/91 to 1995/96- see Levacic  and Hardman, 1998a). The ICOSS survey asked questions on the following internal processes.





Change in emphasis on examination results since 1992 (the year in which national league tables of individual schools' public examination results were first published).


Percentage of setted/banded classes in the core subjects (science, maths and English) in Years 9- 11�. (Years 7 and 8 were omitted because not all schools have these years groups.)  A variable was created by scoring out of 12 possibilities for setting/banding and creating three groups (<50%, >50% and <=75%,  >75% setted).


Change in proportion of lessons taught in setted/banded groups.


Change in range of GCSE option choices�.


Trends in exam emphasis, setting and option choices


Two very clear trends were apparent.  Over ninety per cent of schools had increased the emphasis given to examinations since 1992.  Two thirds reported to have placed a lot more emphasis and 27 per cent a little more.  Seventy per cent of the schools increased the proportion of core subjects taught in setted/banded groups, so that by 1997 72 per cent  setted or banded over three quarters of the core subject classes in Years 9 to 11.  A statistically significant difference in these practices between selective and non-selective schools  was found.  A third of selective schools claimed to have made no change in the emphasis on exams compared to only 6 per cent of non-selective schools.  Selective schools setted less (only 10 per cent set for more than three quarters of core subject classes) and increased setting less (a quarter compared to three quarters of non-selective schools).  These findings corroborate those Woods et al. (1998) that secondary schools have responded to post 1988 education policies by 'privileging the academic'. 





Changing the range of optional GCSE subjects is a further measure available to schools.  In the face of tight budgets, reducing the number of options cuts unit costs. It can also be a tactic for increasing the proportion of 5+ grades A* to C at GCSE by reducing the total number of GCSEs each pupil takes.  (If the number taken per pupil is reduced then leaving the number of options unchanged would further increase unit costs per subject by reducing group sizes).  However, an increased range of options is likely to be more popular with parents and pupils as it increases the chance of taking preferred subjects.  





It was found that just under half of the schools had decreased option choices and 37 per cent had increased them.  Schools which reported an increase in subject options had a significantly higher mean  annual increase in their real budget share (Ł47,000) than schools reporting a decrease in option choices (Ł18,000) - see Table A4.  A significantly higher proportion of GM schools (49 per cent) than LEA schools (30 per cent) had widened the range of option choices and a smaller proportion (34 per cent compared with 52 per cent) had narrowed them.  This can be explained by the improved financial circumstances of GM schools: 79 per cent of GM  experienced increased real budgets over the period 90/91 to 95/96 compared to 43 per cent of LEA schools group (Levacic and Hardman, 1998a�). 


Association with degree of perceived competition


The next step was to investigate the association between the degree of perceived competition and the adoption of the above internal processes.  Since the above non-selective schools responses were so different, tests of association between the degree of competition and internal process variables were undertaken for the non-selective schools alone (202 out 226 schools).  





Although 74 per cent of all schools reporting high perceived competition also reported placing a lot more emphasis on examination results compared to 64 per cent and 57 per cent of those in the fairly competitive and low competition categories, these differences were not statistically significant (chi-square test). 





The perceived degree of competition was associated with the extent of setting and banding in core subjects (see Table A5).  Eighty nine per cent of schools reporting high competition had in excess of 75 per cent of setted/banded classes compared with 71 per cent and 69 per cent for the other two competitive categories.  No school with less than half its classes setted was in the highly competitive category.  GM schools setted significantly more than LEA schools - 91 per cent had more than three quarters of their classes setted/banded compared to 73 per cent of LEA schools.  As GM schools reported higher degrees of competition, this finding reinforces the association between competition and setting/banding.  Changes in the extent of setting or in option choices were not associated with the degree of competition.  However, there is no reason to suppose that changes in option choice, influenced as it is  by cost considerations, would be directly associated with the degree of competition.


Summary of findings and comment


There have been clear trends in non-selective schools towards greater emphasis on examination results and increased setting/banding in core subjects.  There is evidence that setting/banding but not increased emphasis on examinations is associated with a greater degree of perceived competition.  It probably has a more favourable impact on enabling the more able and better motivated pupils to achieve grades C and above at GCSE - that is to improve the performance indicator which has been given most official prominence.  Setting and banding are also more likely to appeal to parents whose children would be placed in top sets/bands and who are targeted when schools compete to attract more able and better motivated students. 


Section 4  Competition and performance


In the ICOSS study we investigate three aspects of school performance which are interlinked in the simple market model: student recruitment, attracting financial resources and examination results (the level and improvement over time) as measured by the three indicators listed in the Introduction.  The administrative data set provided measures of recruitment success (mean annual proportion of intake year places filled 1990/91 to 19995/96 and mean year-on-year change in intake roll 1990/91 to 1995/96) and financial success (mean year-in-year change 1990/91 to 95/96 in the corrected budget share� received by the school: mean year-on-year change in school’s share of LEA area budget. (See Appendix 1 for budget definitions). 


Relationship between competition and impact on recruitment and budgets


The ICOSS survey asked headteachers whether they thought competition had a positive, negative or no impact on pupil intake and budget share/annual maintenance grant�.  The consistency of the reported effects on pupil intake and budgets was confirmed by cross checking against the actual values of these variables in the administrative data set.  The vast majority of  head teachers perceived competition to have had an impact on pupil intake (82 per cent) but fewer (64 per cent) perceived an impact on budgets.  This latter finding is consistent with a more detailed analysis of the financial performance of ICOSS schools (Levacic  and Hardman, 1998a) which found that central and local government financial policies had brought financial instability to schools and weakened the simple market model link between changes in student recruitment and changes in the school budget. 





There was a statistically significant association between the degree of perceived competition and perceptions of the impact of competition on pupil intake and budgets (see Tables A6 and A7).  The higher the degree of competition, the lower the proportion of headteachers perceiving no impact on pupil intake and budgets.  This finding confirms, as expected, that headteachers' perceptions of competition are related to producer and consumer behaviours which impact on pupil recruitment and financial resources.  In addition, a negative impact on intake and budgets was more likely to be perceived the higher was the degree of competition.  


Relationship between exam performance and impact of competition


The S-C-P model does not predict that at the level of the individual organisation, performance will be positively related to the degree of competition since some producers can be expected to be less successful in adjusting their production processes to the requirements of the market�.  We therefore examined the associations between the perceived impact of competition on pupil intake and budgets, and the three indicators of examination performance.  These are mean year-on-year change in: 





P1	proportion of pupils aged 15 by August 31 in year prior to taking the examinations who obtained 5 or more GCSE passes at grades A* to C;


P2	the proportion of the above who obtained 5 or more GCSE passes at grades A* to G;


P3	the average A level points score of candidates taking two or more Advanced Level subjects�. 


All three indicators improved on average over the period of the study as shown in Table 4. 


Table 4 Mean year-on-year change in  examination performance indicators for non-selective ICOSS schools (percentage points a year 1990/91 to 1995/96)


Mean year-on-year change in: �
Administrative dataset�
Survey dataset�
�
proportion of pupils aged 15 by August 31 in year prior to taking the examinations who obtained 5 or more GCSE passes at grades A* to C�
1.81 �
1.81�
�
the proportion of the above who obtained 5 or more GCSE passes at grades A* to G�
1.44 �
1.43�
�
the average A level points score of candidates taking two or more Advanced Level subjects�
0.54 �
0.44�
�



The S-C-P model predicts that a positive impact of competition on pupil intake and budgets should be associated with greater improvement in educational outcomes than the absence of competition.  Concomitantly, schools experiencing a negative impact of competition on pupil rolls and budgets will be those with weak educational performance. This hypothesis was tested using ANOVA (i.e. comparing the mean values of statistics P1, P2 and P3 for schools categorised according to having positive, negative and no impact of competition on pupil intake and budgets).  The tests were conducted on the sample of non-selective schools  only, as the selective schools had improved examination performance less than non-selective schools (as their examination raw scores were already very high). Only the P1 indicator was significantly associated with differences in the reported impact of competition on both pupil intake and budgets.  Schools reporting a positive impact or no impact of competition had significantly higher rates of GCSE improvement than  schools reporting a negative impact of competition, as shown in Figure 1 for schools differentiated by impact of competition on pupil intake and in Figure 2 by impact on budget share. (See also Tables A8 and A9).  





Figure 1 Perceived impact of competition on pupil intake since 1992 by mean year-on-year change in GCSE1 90/91 to 95/96 (excluding selective schools)�
�
��
�



Figure 2 Perceived impact of competition on budget share/AMG since 1992 by mean year-on-year change in GCSE1 90/91 to 95/96 (excluding selective schools)�
�
��
�



The existence of significant associations between the impact of competition on both pupil intake and budgets and performance indicator P1 but not with respect to P2 and P3 suggests that schools have attached particular importance to improving the main indicator by which they have been publicly judged by government bodies and the media.  Schools which have been relatively less successful than others at improving the P1 indicator have also tended to experience a negative impact of competition on pupil intake and on financial resources.  Thus relatively poor performance in examinations, pupil recruitment and attracting financial resources are all associated as the market and S-C-P models would predict.  Better examination performance (as measured by P1) was experienced by schools reporting a positive impact of competition on pupil intake and budgets - as would be expected in the market model- but also by schools reporting no impact of competition on intake and budgets, which is not consistent with the market model.  





These findings suggest that the spur of competition is not a necessary condition for schools to improve examination performance.  Since schools which report both a positive impact and no impact of competition on intake and budgets have experienced equal improvements in exam results, this evidence is inconsistent with the assumption that schools require the motivation provided by market success (pupils and financial resources) in order to improve performance.  However, the findings do indicate that schools which experienced lower examination improvement over time also experienced a loss of pupils and budget as a consequence of the impact of competition.  This suggests that parents shift their ‘custom’ away from schools which exhibit characteristics associated with a relatively low or negative rate of examination improvement.  It is therefore concluded from this evidence that schools have not been motivated by a greater degree of competition to improve exam results. Parents, on the other hand, would seem to avoid schools with relatively low rates of examination improvement.  Consumer behaviour is therefore more in line with the expectations of the S-C-P model than that of the producers. 


Factors related to examination improvement


Further investigation was undertaken of school level factors associated with examination improvement, including indicators of competitive impact.  The indicators of examination improvement were treated as dependent variables in a set of multiple regression equations.  The independent variables on which examination improvement is hypothesised to depend and on which we have data for the years 1990/91 to 1995/96 were grouped into three types as shown in Table 5.





Factors affecting the internal capacity of the school to improve examination results�The availability of resources was measured by the average annual change in the school's budget and in its share of its LEA area's budget for schools (see Appendix 1).�The proportion of pupils entitled to free school meals (FSM) � was used as an indicator of poverty and therefore for the socio-economic status of the school’s pupil community.  As well as the mean annual proportion of pupils entitled to free school meals in the period 1992/93 to 95/96�, two other  related measures were used:


the mean  annual standardised FSM measure which is the school's FSM proportion minus that of the LEA (this measures relative social deprivation in the locality);


standard overall change in the school's standardised FSM measure (this is the difference between 92/93 and 95/96 - hence a positive value indicates an increase in relative social deprivation in the pupil community).





Other factors included in internal capacity for improvement were school size, whether it had sixth form provision, whether it was a denominational (church) school or had single sex status.  





local competitive pressures were indicated by:


�the proportion of GM schools in the 'approximate region of competition' or locality in which a group of schools are sufficiently close to  be able to recruit in each others' catchment areas;�whether the school was consistently full (i.e. all its intake places were filled throughout the period studied);�the degree of active parental choice (year-on-year change in intake pupils as a proportion of those available in the catchment area - see page 8);�mean annual change in proportion of intake places filled;�the perceived positive and negative effects of competition on pupil intake and on budgets; only for the subset of 191 non-selective schools responding to the survey;�number of perceived competitors - only for the 191 non-selective schools in the survey.


 


Pressures and incentives from the external environment


�The level of examination results in the base year (1990/91) was included as it was hypothesised that schools with a low starting level of examination results would have both more scope for improvement and more incentive to do so.�


	LEA dummy variables were included to reflect differences in local contexts.  As 	reported earlier, headteachers' perceptions of the degree of competition were 	affected by LEA factors other than population density. 


Table 5  Independent school level variables hypothesised to be associated with examination improvement


SPSS variable name�
SPSS variable label�
�
�
Internal capacity in the school�
�
�
Availability of resources�
�
mcbudch�
mean standard year-on-year change in corrected delegated budget share 90/91 to 95/96�
�
mbudshch�
mean year-on-year change in proportion of delegated LEA area budget 90/91-95/96�
�
�
Pupil background characteristics�
�
mfsmrol�
mean annual proportion of pupil roll entitled to FSM 92/93 to 95/96�
�
mzfmrol�
mean annual standardised FSM measure 92/93 to 95/96�
�
zfmrloch�
standard overall change in standardised FSM measure 92/93 to 95/96�
�
�
School size�
�
mroll�
mean number of pupils on roll 90/91 to 95/96�
�
�
Type of school�
�
sixf95�
sixth form provision 95/96�
�
denom�
denominational status�
�
singlsex�
single sex status�
�
�
Local competitive pressures�
�
�
Structural influences�
�
pgm9596�
proportion of GM schools in 'area of regional competition' in  95/96�
�
infull�
consistently full dummy�
�
�
Conduct/behavioural influences�
�
logcdrsi�
degree of active parental choice�
�
minsnch�
mean standard year-on-year change in fraction of intake places filled 90/91 to 95/96�
�
numcomd1�
No/one perceived competitor school (survey schools only)�
�
numcomd2�
2 to 4 perceived competitor schools (survey schools only)�
�
com_bud1�
positive effect of competition on budget share/AMG dummy (survey schools only)�
�
com_bud2�
negative effect of competition on budget share/AMG dummy (survey schools only)�
�
�
Pressures and incentives from the external environment�
�
�
Pressure to improve results from a low base�
�
gcse1_90�gcse2-90�
proportion of year group obtaining 5 or more A*-C grades at GCSE 90/91�proportion of year group obtaining 5 or more A*-G grades at GCSE 90/91�
�
�
Effect of LEA�
�
LEA1, LEA2 etc.�
dummy variable indicating whether school is located within LEA1 or another authority, etc�
�









Findings


Regressions were undertaken for both GCSE improvement variables (i.e. P1 and P2).�  


For each dependent variable the two data sets were used separately: the administrative data set of 281 non-selective schools and the survey data set of 191 non-selective schools which enabled us to include additional indicators of competition - see Table 5.  For each of the four data sets (P1 and P2 with full and survey independent variables) regression equations were estimated using the 'enter' and 'stepwise methods�.  The results are reported in detail in Appendix 2� (Tables A10 to A15)and summarised in Table 6 which shows which variables were statistically significant (p<=0.1) in the enter and stepwise regressions  of full and survey data sets for the dependent variables P1 and P2. 





A low initial performance in both GCSE1 and GCSE2 was associated with a greater rate of improvement, suggesting that this both acted as a  spur to improvement and that schools with lower performance had more room for improvement.





However, although low absolute GCSE performance in the base year was associated with a higher degree of social disadvantage as measured by free school meals, the proportion of pupils entitled to free school meals and the change in the proportion relative to the LEA average were negatively associated with examination improvement. 





Being a larger school, denominational or a single sex  school was postively  associated with examination improvement.  However, exam improvement was negatively associated with sixth form provision�.  This suggests that schools without sixth forms concentrated their energies and resources on GCSE examination improvement and that the absence of sixth form teaching does not detract from the ability to  improve GCSE results.  





Successful recruitment throughout the period, as measured by being continuously full, was also significantly and positively associated with GCSE1 examination improvement.  Lack of competitive success, as indicated by perceived negative impact of competition on budgets was associated negatively with examination improvement.  However, perceived positive impact of competition on budgets was not related to examination improvement.  These findings are consistent with the ANOVA comparisons of mean examination improvement by impact of competition on budgets, reported earlier, in  which both positive and no impact were associated with very similar rates of examination improvement.  





The only finding which supports the hypothesis that the degree of competition is positively related to  examination improvement that having fewer than five competitors was negatively associated with examination improvement.  The proportion of GM schools in the approximate area of region of competition was not significant, neither was the measure of active parental choice.





�
Table 6  Summary of regression equation results for GCSE examination improvement as the dependent variable  (See Table 4 for full description of the variables and Appendix 2 Tables A10 to A15 for multiple regression results)





�
GCSE 1 (P1)�
GCSE 1 (P1)�
GCSE 2 (P2)�
GCSE 2 (P2)�
�
Independent variables�
Enter method�
Stepwise method�
Enter method�
Stepwise method�
�
Availability of resources�
�
�
�
�
�
mcbudch�
�
+ve admin �
�
+ve admin�
�
mbudshch�
�
�
�
�
�
FSM indicator�
�
�
�
�
�
mfsmrol�
-ve admin*�
-ve admin�
-ve admin & survey�
-ve admin & survey�
�
mzfmrol�
-ve admin & survey�
-ve admin & survey�
�
�
�
zfmrloch�
-ve admin & survey�
-ve admin & survey�
-ve admin�
�
�
Size�
�
�
�
�
�
mroll�
+ve admin & survey�
�
+ve admin*�
�
�
Type�
�
�
�
�
�
sixf95�
-ve admin & survey�
�
-ve admin & survey�
�
�
denom�
+ve admin *�
+ve admin*�
+ve admin*�
�
�
singlsex�
+ve admin & survey�
+ve admin*�
�
�
�
Competition�
�
�
�
�
�
pgm9596�
�
�
�
�
�
infull�
+ve admin & survey�
+ve admin & survey�
�
+ve admin & survey�
�
logcdrsi�
�
�
�
�
�
minsnch�
�
�
+ve survey�
�
�
com_bud1�
�
�
�
�
�
com_bud2�
-ve survey�
-ve survey�
-ve survey�
-ve survey�
�
numcomd1�
-ve survey�
�
�
�
�
numcomd2�
-ve survey*�
�
�
�
�
External pressures�
�
�
�
�
�
gcse1_90�
-ve admin & survey�
-ve admin & survey�
-ve admin & survey�
-ve admin & survey�
�
lea1�
+ve admin* & survey*�
�
�
�
�
lea2�
�
�
�
�
�
lea3�
�
�
�
�
�
lea4�
�
�
�
�
�
lea5 �
�
-ve admin*�
�
�
�
Correlation coefficient�
Admin: 0.586


Survey:0.657 �
Admin: 0.547


Survey: 0.587 �
Admin: 0.748


Survey: 0.757�
Admin: 0.720


Survey: 0.714�
�
Adjusted R squared�
Admin: 0.295 


Survey: 0.353�
Admin: 0.281


Survey: 0.319�
Admin: 0.528


Survey: 0.514�
Admin:0.512


Survey:0.502�
�
Notes.  +ve and -ve indicate sign of coefficient on independent variables: admin and survey indicate whether the sample is the administrative data set or survey data set.


* indicates significance at p<=0.1; otherwise significance is at p <= 0.05


�
Conclusion


The purpose of this paper is to investigate and test the proposition that the educational performance of schools will be improved by the introduction of a greater degree of competition. In doing this it  uses  the framework of the structure-conduct-performance model for analysing quantitative data on examination performance, and aspects of school market structure and conduct.  If there is a link between competition and school performance it must occur through the interlinkages of structure and conduct and of conduct and performance. The general national competitive pressures from specific measures such as the publication of league tables of examination results, inspection and government rhetoric  concerning the need for and value of school improvement of academic results  should be distinguished from local differences in the degree of competition, which we have attempted to measure with a number of indicators. 





We conclude from the findings concerning the relationships between structure and conduct, that while there is some evidence of the expected relationship between structural competition and competitive conduct, this relationship is mediated by other factors in a public-market, in particular we suggest differences in the values and attitudes of the key players,  such as school managers and LEA personnel. 





Turning to conduct and performance, over the period studied our sample of non-selective schools both improved examination results in line with national trends and altered their conduct, in particular placing greater emphasis on examinations and on setting and banding in core subjects.  However, there is little evidence to support the argument that a greater degree of competition at local level is associated with a greater degree of improvement over time.   First, placing a greater emphasis on examinations was not significantly associated with the degree of perceived competition, though the degree of setting/banding was.  A key finding is that schools reporting a positive impact of perceived competition on recruitment and budgets improved examination performance at a  similar rate to those schools reporting no impact of competition. This is inconsistent with the predictions of the S-C-P model that schools not experiencing the spur of competition should perform less well than those experiencing a positive impact of competition on recruitment and budgets.  A further finding inconsistent with the predictions of the S-C-P model was that the proportion of GM schools in an area (significantly more competitive than LEA schools) was not associated with greater exam improvement.   In another paper we have shown that GM schools did not improve examination results more than LEA schools, once other variables associated with exam improvement have been accounted for (Levacic  and Hardman 1998b).  The only evidence of  the expected effect in the S-C-P model between an indicator of structural competition and performance, was the negative association between the presence of a low number of  competitor schools and examination improvement.  





Certain favourable factors were associated with examination improvement.


The most important factor (of the ones we could measure) in accounting for difference in exam improvement was a low absolute level of exam performance at the beginning of the period (for both GCSE measures).


Having a lower proportion of socially disadvantaged pupils.


Reducing the proportion of socially disadvantaged pupils.


Being continuously full and hence it may be presumed popular with parents (as very few schools  had no alternatives in the vicinity) was a factor associated with improvement in the proportion of 5+A*-C grades.   These schools tended to be more socially advantaged (see Levacic and Hardman, 1998a). 


Perceiving a positive or no impact of competition on recruitment and budgets, whereas a negative impact was associated with slower exam improvement.


Having five or more competitor schools. 





The evidence presented in this paper does not by and large support the view that competition between schools for pupils - as a locally and differentially experienced phenomenon - is positively associated with a greater rate of improvement in exam results.  It is, however, associated with a higher degree of setting and banding. Nevertheless, our data suggest that consumers tend to favour schools with a better record of exam improvement, or at least to avoid schools with a poorer record of exam improvement.  Schools with a faster rate of exam improvement tend to operate at full capacity and to attract -or at least not lose - resources over time.  This contrasts with a tendency for schools with more socially disadvantaged student communities to improve exam results more slowly and (Levacic and Hardman, 1998a) to recruit less well.  





While the general national pressures on schools to improve have been accompanied by rising exam performance indicators over time, there is little evidence  from our study that differential degrees of competition have an impact.  Within the ICOSS study itself further work remains to be done using qualitative evidence on how the links between market structural features, school stakeholder behaviour and school educational performance are mediated by a more complex range of factors than those taken account of in the quantitative data. 


�
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� Though the ontological and philosophical components of some approaches, such as Marxist analyses of competition, profoundly alter the conceptions of notions such as structure and conduct and their interrelations.


� Grant maintained schools were introduced by the (1988) Education Reform Act.  After a favourable ballot of parents, schools could opt out of LEA control and be funded by central government.  They have 100 per cent delegated budgets.  Under the School Standards and Framework Act and  they will retain a degree of autonomy but will be funded on the same basis as other schools.


�  Reports were prepared for each of the statistical tests  undertaken.  Selected summaries are reported in Appendix 2.


� Evidence obtained from contact with LEA personnel. 


� Year groups are equivalent to grade levels.


�  Most pupils take between 8 and 10 subjects at GCSE.  English (2 subjects), maths, science (2 subject equivalent) are taken by almost all pupils, the other 3 to 5 subjects are selected from a range of options for languages, expressive arts, humanities and technology.  School vary in the number and range of options. 


� Since higher competition was reported by about half the schools to have impacted negatively on budgets, this would explain why it is not associated with increasing the range of options.


� Budgets were corrected for inflation and for changes in the proportion of the amount of total school expenditure (Potential Schools Budget) delegated to schools (see Levačić and Hardman, 1998a, for further detail). 


� Annual maintenance grant was the term for GM schools' budget allocations. 


� The simple market and S-C-P models predict that  compared as a group firms in more competitive markets perform better from the consumers' perspective than firms in less competitive markets.  Therefore the market models predict that examination improvement over time should be greater on average in schools in more competitive than in less competitive areas.  We attempted to test this hypothesis in an earlier paper (Levačić, Hardman and Woods, 1998a) using data from the administrative date set only and concluded that the evidence did not support the hypothesis.  However, further work is required on refining the definition of areas of regional competition using data from the survey.


� Grade A scores 10 points, B 8 etc.  


�  In the UK entitlement to free school meals is the most commonly used indicator of the socio-economic status of schools' pupils. 


�  Free school meal data measured on a consistent basis for all schools only came available in 1992. 


� There were too few schools in the survey sample with sixth forms for A level results to be tested.


� In the standard model [i.e. the ‘enter’ method] all I.V.s enter into the regression equation at once; each one is assessed as if it had entered the regression after all other I.V.s had entered.  Each I.V. is evaluated in terms of what it adds to prediction of the D.V. that is different from the predictability afforded by all the other I.V.s.


(Tabachnick and Fidell, 1989, p. 143).  �“[In] stepwise regression .. I.V.s are added [to the equation] one at a time if they meet statistical criteria, but they may also be deleted at any step where they no longer contribute significantly to regression.” �(Tabachnick and Fidell, 1989, p. 147).�Whereas the ‘enter’ method only takes account of the unique contribution of each I.V. (disregarding any overlapping contributions), the stepwise method assigns priority to I.V.s on the basis of a statistical assessment of their relative contribution - both unique and overlapping - at each step.  In this way, and especially if I.V.s are correlated, the methods can and do produce different regression solutions.  Tabachnick and Fidell (1989) advise the following - “to get the most straightforward answer regarding the importance of an I.V. to regression, one needs to consider the type of regression it is [i.e. what method is used], and both the full and unique relationship between the I.V. and D.V.” (p. 151).


� (Available on request)


�   Provision for the two years beyond Year 11 at which compulsory attendance at school ceases.








