National Standards: Pass or Fail?
By Tom Belford
The National-led Government has set off a firestorm with its National Standards for assessing reading, writing and maths progress in Years 1-8.

Education Minister Tolley says: “National Standards will identify kids who are slipping behind so that parents and teachers can intervene early to help them. We just can’t let them fall through the cracks.” The most often-cited statistic to support this initiative is that as many as one-in-five Kiwi children are leaving school without the basic literacy and numeracy skills they need to succeed.

Most affected teachers and principals have reacted with alarm and strenuous resistance. Their various arguments include that national standards will lead to labeling kids, to “league tables” that foster unfair and simplistic comparisons of school performance, to another unnecessary pile of paperwork, to undue emphasis on “teaching to standards” as opposed to broadly and truly educating students, to performance pay for teachers, and ultimately even to a voucher system enabling parents to “shop” for the best schools.

Teachers do not seem to deny that there’s a serious problem with under-achieving students. However, they say that they already know who these students are, and already have, with the newly adopted national curricula, the pathway for making progress. The national standards are either unnecessary, or represent an experiment – embraced without significant teacher consultation – with possibly unwanted consequences (and so should be tested on a limited basis before country-wide rollout).

For their part, parents seem mainly confused. At Taradale Intermediate, the Board of Trustees have consulted with parents by way of a questionnaire. In answer to the question -- “Do you agree with National Standards as proposed?” -- parents were split between one-third supporting, one-third not supporting, and one-third unable to decide. 

Under the circumstances, it seems to me that one can examine the issue in two steps.

First is the very starting assumption … are NZ kids lagging behind in their basic literacy and/or numeracy skills? Critics of the national standards produce data indicating that New Zealand kids are performing well, including international comparisons. But whatever the statistical reality, I would suggest that the practical answer depends on what decile school a parent’s child attends … the higher the decile, the less likely the parental perception that there’s any problem.

As BayBuzz columnist Elizabeth Sisson noted in her article, Education Primer, back in February 2009: 

“The fact is that a greater proportion of pupils in low-decile schools tend to fail. ‘Young people from schools that draw their students from low socio-economic communities are less likely than other young people to attain higher school qualifications,’ notes the Ministry of Social Development in its Social Report 2008. ‘In 2007, only 49 percent of school leavers from deciles 1-3 schools (in the most disadvantaged communities) attained qualifications at NCEA Level 2 or above, compared with 62 percent of those leaving deciles 4-7 schools and 79 percent of those leaving deciles 8-10 schools.’

The Report continued: “Students from socio-economically disadvantaged communities and Maori students have relatively poor rates of school participation and engagement and for some groups it is continuing to worsen.”

Broadening the issue for a moment beyond kids, it is worth noting that approximately 1.1 million New Zealanders (43% of adults aged 16 to 65) have literacy skills below those needed to participate fully in a knowledge society, and 51% of adults have numeracy skills lower than those needed to meet the complex demands of everyday life and work.

As noted above, teachers don’t say there is not a literacy and numeracy skills problem; rather, they question whether national standards are the correct response or intervention.

Debating solutions
So it seems more productive to debate potential solutions than to deny the problem.

And that, perhaps, is where politics enters the situation.

The Key Government certainly sounds like it is placing blame for students under-performance squarely on the shoulders of teachers. It cites studies claiming that 30% of teachers are “below standard.”

Yet research shows over and over that the students who struggle most – who are failing – are those from home environments that are dysfunctional in many ways -- where there are low or no parental expectations of academic achievement (or even school attendance), where alcohol or drug abuse prevails, where there is overcrowding, where there is hunger. And clearly none of these factors are remotely controllable by teachers.

Rather than leaning on teachers, John Key and Minister Tolley should be leaning on parents. Look behind a failing student and you are more likely to find failing parents than failing teachers or schools. 

Which isn’t to say there are no under-performing teachers or schools to be dealt with.

[In the U.S. in recent days, President Obama has alienated the entire teaching profession by supporting one school board’s decision to fire its entire teaching staff and school management outright. This from a President who enjoyed overwhelming support from teachers’ unions during his election campaign.]

Note that I’ve used the word “failing” several times in the last few paragraphs. As a word, “failing” has more stigma attached to it in New Zealand than the “F-word”! It is politically incorrect for any New Zealander to “fail” at anything.

That was abundantly clear when Minister Tolley met with the public (virtually all teachers and principals) recently in Napier to promote the national standards. Nobody wanted to use the “failing” word. Educators at the meeting even balked at the idea of simple charts that might show that Hamish or Tanya was “just below standard” in his or her maths or reading. And even National’s own brochure touting the standards uses euphemisms like “slipping behind” and “struggling children” and “having problems.”

I appreciate that there are important issues of self-esteem, and that over-dependence on one measure of accomplishment or performance (for an individual or a school) could be imperfect or misleading. But here’s the harsh reality: the odds are overwhelming that kids who leave school unable to read or write to a decent standard will fail in their lives. Parents need to understand their child’s situation and appreciate that fact sooner – when it can make the most difference – rather than later.

And from that perspective, I would submit that critics of national standards need to put more on the table by way of alternative – and new – paths to equipping our kids to function effectively in their future lives … because present practices just don’t seem to be working for a large segment of our youth population.

