National Standards: A Dangerous Thing

By Mark Sweet
The introduction of National Standards in primary and intermediate schools is controversial, and quickly escalating into a damaging stand-off between the Government, determined to implement the policy, and those who resist.

The Minister of Education, Anne Tolley, has threatened to “sack school boards” if they don’t comply. Boards have been told they can bring “employment action” against dissenting principals.

So the scene is set for a bruising confrontation between the Minister and teachers; school boards are the piggies in the middle, and if things get rough, students will suffer because of diminished teacher morale. 

The way things are shaping, parents are being asked to take sides; support the Government, or the schools. Ultimately it’s the parents who will decide the outcome of this issue, either by evidence from opinion polls, or at the ballot box in the next general election.

What are National Standards?

National Standards are tests in writing, reading, and mathematics. They are “standardized” in the sense that from years 1 to 8, school children throughout the country, will twice yearly sit the same basic assessment tests, set to the same “standard."

The Government has made it clear that National Standards are at the core of its social policy aspirations. 

Prime Minister, John Key says: “National Standards in education are a critical part of the National-led Government’s plan for securing a brighter future for New Zealand. New Zealand deserves a future with more highly skilled citizens, who have better job prospects, greater life choices and, in turn, who live in a society with less dysfunction, unemployment, welfare dependence and crime. This policy is a critical step along the pathway to achieving that. I hope you and your family make the most of it.”

At a public meeting in Napier on 1 March, Minister Tolley explained how National Standards will assist in achieving “a brighter future” … “National Standards will identify kids who are slipping behind so that parents and teachers can intervene early to help them.” The Minister said she was “not going to stand by and see 20% of kids leave school without adequate literacy and numeracy skills.”
The audience in Napier was well attended by teachers, and Anne Tolley told them: “After parenting, teaching is the most important job.”

Teachers respond 

Minister Tolley anticipated teachers’ concerns by telling them National Standards “were not about labeling kids, league tables, a new test replacing others, performance pay for teachers, or similar to any overseas systems.”

Interestingly the teachers and principals interviewed were not particularly concerned about those issues. Their overwhelming concern is about the impact an untried system will have on their resources and ability to teach to the high standard of the New Zealand Curriculum that was launched in 2007. 

Nelson Park Primary principal Nevan Bridge praises the Curriculum as “inspired”. He pointed out that: “What National Standards are meant to achieve is already in place with the new Curriculum.” His focus as a principal “is in developing a culture of learning by creating an atmosphere where children want to learn.” And he sees “the relationships between teacher and child, and the home, school and child” as crucial factors in improving pupils’ ability to learn. 

Erin Lawrence, a teacher at St Joseph’s school in Hastings said: “All it seems to be doing is measuring who are part of the ‘tail’, and we have those tools already in the Curriculum. Every teacher knows who the struggling children are. What we need are more resources to help those children.”

At St. Patrick’s in Marewa, Katrina Alexander is concerned about the potential for the National Standards issue to “cause divisions within a school, between management and teachers, and the school and parents.”  

Dennis Coxon of Taradale Intermediate has been a principal for 22 years. He thinks National Standards have made a bad start.  “There’s been no meaningful consultation. There was one meeting at the War Memorial where we were told what the standards were, and how they’d be implemented.  Questions were not answered adequately. There’s been no discussion with the schools.” 

The principals and teachers are supported in their opinions by the country’s top education academics, Professors Martin Thrupp, John Hattie, Terry Crooks, and Lester Flockton. 

In a joint letter to the Minister in November 2009 they said:

“Minister, in our view the flaws in the new system are so serious that full implementation of the intended National Standards system over the next three years is unlikely to be successful. It will not achieve intended goals and is likely to lead to dangerous side effects.” 
Despite the warnings, the Government is determined, and National Standards are increasingly being sold to the public with distorted statistics, and a high degree of emotional rhetoric.

Misinformation

The promotion of National Standards has given the impression to many parents that our education system is somehow in deficit, which it is not. 

The Government says “Twenty percent of kids are failing in literacy and numeracy,” without qualifying that the figure refers to the 20% of students who don’t achieve NCEA2 (University Entrance) standards in literacy and numeracy. 

And in Napier, Minister Tolley repeated the claim that “the 2009 ERO report showed us that 30% of teachers were below standard.” Speaking on TV3 on 15 February, John Key politicised these figures when he said: “We are a government that’s not going to sit back and accept the status quo, which is decades of under-performance from some teachers and a failure of a whole bunch of kids.” 
What Minister Tolley didn’t tell the meeting, and perhaps hasn’t told John Key, is the ERO report was titled, Reading and Writing in Years 1 and 2, and what it really said was 26% of teachers of 5 and 6 year olds had a “high rate of effectiveness,” 43% were “good,”  21% “adequate,” and 10% were “limited.” A more generous reading of the 2009 ERO report would see 90% of teachers regarded as adequate or above. 
The picture of a healthy education system is reinforced by the Report of the Inter-Party Working Group for School Choice (2010); "International comparisons confirm that the achievement of some New Zealand students is among the best in the world. For example, of 57 countries that participated in PISA 2006 study, only two performed better than New Zealand overall. Only three countries had a significantly higher mean reading literacy performance and only five recorded a significantly higher mathematical literacy score."

Parents in Hawke’s Bay need not be concerned about the quality of their childrens’ education. New Zealand has a world class education system, which prepares pupils better than most other countries. From OECD (2009) Education at a Glance:

“In 2007, the proportion of adult population with tertiary qualifications in New Zealand increased from 39 percent in 2006 to 41 percent, which is far above the OECD average of 27 percent. In 2007, only two OECD countries had a higher percentage of the adult population with tertiary education than New Zealand, namely Canada and Japan.”

A little knowledge

In a letter to parents, St.Patrick’s principal Lurek Wypych, succinctly expressed the position of many schools: 

“National Standards will not in themselves raise achievement levels for pupils. The teaching, school environment, resourcing, home and child are the crucial factors in achievement. These standards are untested, critically acclaimed to be divisive and rushed. To make the most of them and the $millions spent to implement them, they should be trialed.” 

Surely, implementing any new policy in education without the support of the teaching profession and parents is doomed to fail. Given the potential for the issue to cause disruption in schools, the request of the education academics in their open letter to Anne Tolley seems reasonable:  

“Minister ... we advise further development work is necessary before all schools are asked to implement National Standards ... say 150 to 200 schools ... this additional work would allow the development of the most effective implementation strategy to ensure standards are successfully introduced, without negative consequences.”

Why is the Government pursuing National Standards with such haste and intransigence?

The answer might be found in the Report of the Inter-Party Working Group for School Choice (02/2010) which recommends a voucher system for the top 5% and bottom 20% of students as measured by National Standards. (Step 1) Further steps in the eight step process include: "provider identification; a learning broker mentor; provide success payment."

The Working Group of National, Act, and Maori Party MPs described "success payment" as, "bonuses (are) paid for substantially lifting the performance of low achieving or gifted students to new levels."

The recommendations are not policy, but they signal that the probable reason for National Standards is they are the first step in a system that sees “learning brokers” negotiate where to spend “education vouchers” … and teachers paid “performance bonuses” according to the “league tables.” 

So much for transparency!

