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Reviewed by Carl D. Westine

Great teachers are masters at taking inherently complicated topics 
and simplifying them into manageable ones that can be communicated 
with ease. In the case of Multilevel Analysis for Applied Research: 
It’s Just Regression!, great teaching comes in the form of a book. 
Bickel’s approach to multilevel analysis builds from an Ordinary 
Least Squares (OLS) model, successively adds complexity through 
random effects, and finally culminates with the multilevel model; 
his approach to teaching multilevel analysis is an effective one. The 
motto “It’s Just Regression!” is certainly a comfortable one for any 
social scientist or evaluator and, as the reader discovers, it is also a 
rather fitting one. While no statistics book is an easy read, let alone 
one aimed at tackling multilevel analysis, the author takes pride in 
presenting the topic in an understandable and straightforward man-
ner that encourages the reader to keep reading. 

The book consists of a preface outlining the chapters of the book, 
followed by 330 pages of text and SPSS output divided into 11 chap-
ters, each with a small summing-up section and an excellent list of 
additional resources. Although the book does not specifically identify 
topical sections for the chapters, it has four essential components: a 
review of the datasets used in the book illustrated through multilevel 
analyses and output (Chapters 1–3), construction of multilevel mod-
els (Chapters 4–7), an extension of two-level models to three-level 
models (Chapters 8–9), and an application of multilevel models to 
growth analyses (Chapter 11). A short discussion of the nuances of 
selecting sample sizes is found in Chapter 10. Additionally, scattered 
throughout the book are presentations of intra-class correlation, 
centering, and use of maximum likelihood. There is also a Website 
dedicated to the book with datasets used throughout the book avail-
able for download. 

With little practical experience working in a multilevel framework, 
I was a bit intimidated with the charge of reading and reviewing 
a book on the subject. However, I was pleased to find the author 
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clearly articulates early on that his intended audience includes the 
overwhelmed graduate student, policy analyst, program evaluator, 
and “local statistician” academic—the first three of which I am cur-
rently or have recently been; the other, something I most likely will 
one day become. Seeming fit for the job, I approached the book with 
mild confidence and was rewarded by a well-written journey from 
OLS to Multilevel models. Though the content is certainly one that 
requires significant practice and dedication to master, the author’s 
conversational yet educational writing approach enhanced clarity and 
made for some excellent chapters, especially in the middle of the book. 
At a point where formulas become a central component in building 
the model and the math can easily become difficult to maneuver, the 
author’s insistence on breaking things down into a familiar form—it’s 
just regression—introduced an encouraging, almost personal empha-
sis to the material being presented that kept me reading and thinking 
about practical applications.

While individual chapters marked highlights of the book, especially 
Chapters 4-7, there were several issues that detracted from the overall 
quality of the book. Although the author communicated ideas clearly 
at a localized level, I found the overall organization of the book un-
conventional and somewhat awkward. The book should have touched 
on the datasets very briefly and proceeded directly into Chapter 4, 
integrating much of the material of the first three chapters before 
getting to the three-level analyses. Diving right into multilevel output 
and interpretation was confusing and left me longing for equations 
and clearer explanations throughout the first hundred pages. I would 
have much preferred working through the mathematical model first 
to solidify an understanding of how to get from the familiarity of OLS 
to the unknown complexities of the multilevel framework. To the au-
thor’s credit, it is noted in the preface that not all readers will agree 
with the book’s layout. However, while I am sure there are readers who 
will appreciate the organization of the book (likely those with more 
experience or knowledge of multilevel analysis), I would imagine that 
the author’s purported audience would be more accustomed to learn-
ing the mathematical model first, as is often the case in traditional 
textbooks. Of course, skimming the first three chapters followed by 
more carefully reading through later on can serve as a make-shift 
solution for the multilevel novice, and such a tactic is reasonably 
feasible given the repetition of details from earlier chapters already 
in place throughout the book.

Unfortunately, I noted several errors in the book throughout my read-
ing, which in certain situations did create confusion. The errors most 
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often occurred in tables of SPSS output, but were typically limited 
to sign errors or number references in the graphics with textual in-
terpretation correct or unaffected. Nevertheless, these errors proved 
to be distracting and detracted from the overall quality of the book.

The field of education is a natural arena for conducting multilevel 
analyses, so it comes as no surprise that nearly all of the datasets and 
examples are geared around educational outcomes. Unfortunately, 
the book title does not suggest that education-related examples will 
be a major focus in the book, but this is in fact the case. The author 
draws significantly upon his own work, including examples from West 
Virginia (reading achievement of kindergarteners), Kentucky (eighth-
grade math achievement), Texas (tenth-grade reading achievement) 
and Georgia (achievement in secondary schools). Ideally, a book aimed 
at a more general audience would present a set of examples from a 
wider variety of disciplines other than education. Use of the 2004 
Presidential election voting dataset was a welcome addition to the 
numerous student-achievement examples.

Despite some criticism of the book’s organization and formatting, and 
somewhat homogenous datasets, I still would recommend the book, 
especially to a researcher delving into larger datasets or working 
in disciplines where nested data is common and the opportunity to 
conduct multilevel analyses is more relevant. The author has done 
a nice job presenting complicated subject matter in a manner that 
promotes learning and, overall, the book was a great introduction to 
multilevel analysis. 


