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Over the last decade all levels of government have taken up the challenge of performance measurement.  Nowhere is the potential as well as the perils of performance measurement more visible than in education, where elementary and secondary students participate in widespread evaluation while experts in many sectors, from universities and think tanks and business schools decode the results to try and assess the health of our publicly funded programs.  

This IPAC Toronto Regional Group "back to school" event at the beginning of September featured three distinguish speakers. Our first speaker was J.P. Boisclair, a leader in the field of public accounting, performance measurement and accountability, and the Chair of Canadian Comprehensive Auditing Foundation 

He started with his opinions on the perils and challenges. Performance measurement and reporting is one of the toughest things to undertake.  For both the people involved and the institution, it will be risky, discomforting, raise expectations, and challenge the ethics and ethos of the organization.  People can even go to jail as a consequence.

Interviews with executives and political leaders about their experience with performance measurement reveal some of the perils: 

· "We have been driven to focus attention on the measurable, not the important!" 

· "Because we can't say things are one hundred percent perfect, we resort to 'fuzzifying' it all!" 

· "WE pretend to report ... THEY pretend to use it" 

In spite of the perils, performance measurement is a central element of modern management and accountability, which in turn is part of the broader goal of good governance.  M. Boisclair offered some principles to advance an agenda of performance measurement, governance and accountability: 

· Embracing leadership is central to success.  One of the greatest perils is – glowing statements and expectations from above, without any support or leadership to back it up.  

· Cultivate relations of trust and respect between management and the governing body, because without trust and respect good governance will not succeed.  

· There must be a capacity to use the information that is produced 

· Treat information as the currency of good governance.  

The next evolution in performance measurement must change in the following ways: 

· Focus on a few critical things.  Get away from "dump truck" data (just unloading a ton of data).  Take account of the organization level at which the information will be reported. Information must be more focused and concentrated.  All of this will take courage. 

· Reporting on organization and program risk - meaning real risks and full reporting.  This will also take courage.  The reporting must be relevant to the risks being undertaken by the organization.  

· Must also report on "capacity".  This includes financial, human resource and physical capacity.  The reporting should relate to performance and to the future.  

· Reports must also comment on the reliability of the data.  People tend to assume it is all reliable, which is surely not the case.  There will be limitations on reliability and accuracy.  Don't pretend about uniform certainty, and don't delete data or information on which there are some necessary and reasonable limitations.  

· Report on how we do business; that is, the state of business ethics. 

· Recognize that performance information is a two-way street.  We typically look only at shoveling information towards the users; we must also help the users interpret and use it.  Provide help for people to recognize the value within the information. 

Our second speaker was Joan Green, an international expert in student evaluation, and the former CEO of Education Quality and Accountability Office.
She re-iterated that performance measurement and reporting takes courage.  Declaring dissatisfaction with a current state of affairs requires courage, and faith that you are moving the agenda forward.  The nemesis of performance measurement comes when it is used for shaming and blaming! The results should be used constructively, and with reference to the future. The accountability report, which is a product of performance measurement, should be a declaration of "what success looks like", and a statement of "what comes next".  

Accountability goes beyond accounting information.  Accounting is the collection of data about the past; accountability is forward-looking; and about making judgments on performance and developing improvement plans.  Accountability requires a conversation; in fact it's all about the conversation.  There is an unfortunate tendency for accountability to be too much focused on the players (i.e. blaming teachers and students), and not enough focused on directions, leadership and policies.  

The keys to success for a performance measurement agency are: 

· be independent and arms length from the measurement subject 

· provide clear and regular reporting 

· provide outreach to users and suppliers of information 

· subject experts (educators in the present instance) should be part of the design 

· communicate with the naysayers 

· provide regular media releases showing what can still be learned 

The steps in building the framework for performance measurement include: 

· establish outcomes - how we will judge successes 

· collect and organize data - and make it easily accessible 

· make meaning of the data - transform the data into information that can be used to improve the situation 

· take specific action on results - change goals/supports/materials, reallocate resources, create new programs 

· assess and evaluate actions - name satisfactory levels of attainment, who should be participating, how we will know our changes have worked 

As a parting reminder about the importance of performance measurement and accountability, Joan Green reminded us that if we keep doing what we're doing now, we will always get what we've got now.

Our final speaker of the morning was Dr. Graham Orpwood, Professor of Education at York University, and Director of the York/Seneca Institute for Science, Technology and Education.  

He reminded us that measurement is not new.  There has always been a lot of measurement with, for example, four levels of exams imposed upon schools.  Teachers also measure performance, every day in the classroom, and have much more impact than EQAO or OECD studies.  For these reasons Dr. Graham focuses his attentions to "in class" assessments.  

All performance measurement processes have three parts: data - interpretation - decision.  It is important to think about these three stages in reverse order.  That is: what decisions and should be addressed, and therefore what interpretations are required and appropriate, and therefore what data should be assembled.  

The first peril to note relates to data.  When you collect data on a subject or issue, what happens to all of the other subjects and issues! The unintended consequence of selection is a message about the relative un-importance of other subjects or issues.  

A related peril is the extra pressures created by focus on a particular subject or area measured.  In Ontario for example, grade three teachers often request to be excused from teaching grade three classes, because grade three is the focus of data collection.  

Another example of data perils relates to the choice of data.  The data you choose determines the analysis.  For example if you omit gender and race in the data collected, you cannot deal with improvement in those areas.  

The bottom line is the choice of data to collect is a critical issue! 

The second peril is that once you have data you have to: 

· compare it with other data, in a process of "norm referencing" 

· you could also compare to a norm or standard 

· you can also measure/compare over time 

There are subtle differences about these comparisons which are often lost on the media and the public.  As a consequence it is necessary to help people make intelligent and useful comparisons! The teacher in class does this sort of thing intuitively, and knows what comparisons are appropriate or not for the intended audience.  Once you lose personal contact, you lose the capacity to make good judgments about what comparisons are appropriate or not appropriate. 

The third peril relates to resulting improvements.  It is essential that the goal should be "improvement", not "elimination".   Since improvement can only be time related, there must also be a time dimension to measurements, so that improvements can be seen, and put in context. 

Following their remarks, the panel of speakers engaged with the audience, in a lively exchange of questions and answers.  

Question: how do we prevent the process of testing or measuring from polluting the issue; for example creating extraneous tensions and biases?  

Answer: a) show change over time; b) broaden the measures and get more data; c) teachers should get more training in assessment.  

An example of this peril can be seen in the accounting profession.  The profession has been seeking expanded membership of "creative people", but continues to use tests or exams as entrance criteria.  The outcome has been that the people who gain entry are the ones who operate more by rote than by creative processes. 

Question: how do you overcome the problem of adequate presentation, including qualifications regarding data adequacy and risks?  Information with a lot of qualifications and uncertainties tend to produce confusion, and overwhelm the audience.  We're looking for ways to better educate users. 

Answer: This is a huge problem.  It seems to work best when you go with multidisciplinary presentations.  That is, address the information from many different angles, even partner with others to get these different viewpoints.  The converse situation is where a single agency person appears to "own" the data, other parties or viewpoints seem to get left out.  This leaves the impression that the exercise has been hijacked and polluted.  

Question: how do you achieve the balance between focused measures and broader contextual measures? 

Answer: we might have to collect more measures, before we can start to reduce the number of measures. 

Question: improvement, it seems, has to happen, and may be an endless process.  Can we make audiences comfortable that we're not at the end of improvement?  We want to do a better job about explaining expectations. 

Answer: the answer is to spread awareness and the possibility of improvement.  It takes time, and it takes consensus.  This approach can move audiences, especially if you can appeal to their desire to fix the problem.  
People do have a hard time interpreting information.  It's a long-term investment in educating the audience.  

The key is to celebrate gradual successes, acknowledging that there are more successes to go.  

You can't legislate good behavior.  This challenge is about leadership, and the courage to talk about things that are not as good as they can be.  

-  Murray Lister

