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NAPLAN RESULTS : PAYMENT BY RESULTS?
RATIONALE FOR PRIVATISATION?

OR RATIONALE FOR GONSKI?

The News of the week is that literacy and numeracy skills of Australian students
have stagnated since the controversial NAPLAN tests were introduced in 2008,
with comprehensive new data revealing that primary school students have made
minimal improvements and high school students have slipped, particularly in
writing tasks.

Everyone, from education experts to unionists and academics have an
interpretation to offer.

The head of the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority

(ACARA), Robert Randall, said this year's NAPLAN results showed "that at a national
level we are seeing little change in student achievement in these important areas of learning".

Professor Griffin, an expert in assessments in schools, said NAPLAN would be a more
useful tool if it helped teachers improve and target their teaching."If you want to change
student performance you actually have to change teaching," Professor Griffin said.

Read more: http://www.smh.com.au/national/education/naplan-2015-education-chiefs-warn-
students-are-not-improving-20150803-gig6v8.html#ixzz3hzTy50dV

Follow us: @smh on Twitter | sydneymorningherald on Facebook

The Australian Education Union linked the lack of progress to lack of Gonski
funding:

The lack of progress in NAPLAN results and continuing gaps in achievement between
advantaged and disadvantaged students show the importance of delivering the full six years
of Gonski funding, the AEU said today.

AEU Federal President Correna Haythorpe said results released today showing a lack of
improvement since NAPLAN began showed testing alone was not enough to lift student
performance. She said:

“NAPLAN is just one measure of what a school does, and its importance should not be
overrated, but the overall pattern of these results is a concern.....The way to improve results
is to invest in schools on the basis of need, as the Gonski Review recommended.”
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The Abbott Government’s plan to abandon the last two years of Gonski agreements will cut
20,000 educators from public schools alone. How is that going to improve results?NAPLAN
data has also shown the huge gaps in achievement that exist between students, based on
socio-economic status.....\We need to address these gaps with targeted Gonski funding to
ensure all students get the skills they need for life after school.”
http://aeufederal.org.au/news-media/media-releases/lack-progress-naplan-results-shows-
need-gonski-funding

David Zyngier from Monash University wrote to the editor of the Age as follows:

But one commentator to a Sydney Morning Herald Report on ‘Overachieving schools’ at
http://www.smh.com.au/national/education/these-five-nsw-primary-schools-are-the-states-
biggest-overachievers-20150713-giaxte.html got close to the mark.

This is a load of poppy cock which is code for statistics. Next year it will be a
completely different group of schools that will fit the same profile. Each and every
year in each and every school a different cohort enters the ‘testing regime', | remember
one year the best performing school in the HSC was a little school somewhere in the
central west that had just a few students in its senior class but had twins or triplets |
can't remember who scored very highly and brought the statistics up to the point
where it was the highest achieving school in NSW. Let's forget all this league table
rubbish and just concentrate on ensuring each and every child has the best resources
our wealthy nation can provide them with where ever they go to school.

Commenter from Sawtell, July 13, 2015, 7:19PM
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But DOGS warn that educators and public school supporters should be very wary of the
testing mania and the way it can be used AGAINST provision of a high quality public
education. In America and the UK standardised testing is being used to discredit public
schools and turn them over to religious groups or profit making enterprises like charter
schools. The following report from America illustrates the point.

http://www.thenation.com/article/should-standardized-testing-be-part-of-a-civil-rights-
agenda/

By the time a student in one of Chicago’s public schools completes eighth grade, she will
have taken an average of 180 standardized tests. That’s part of the legacy of No Child Left
Behind, the 2002 version of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act that ushered in a
regime of test-based accountability for schools and teachers. Federal lawmakers are now in
the middle of overhauling the law, and there is real appetite for scaling back the power that
the Department of Education has to punish schools based on test results.

Yet many Democrats are still committed to the driving philosophy of NCLB: that
accountability measures tied to annual tests are essential for closing achievement gaps
between poor and minority students and their classmates. This position is espoused by the
White House and Education Secretary Arne Duncan; by leading Democratic lawmakers,
including Senators Elizabeth Warren and Patty Murray, the senior Democrat on the education
Health, Education, Labor and Pensions committee; and some civil-rights groups, including
the NAACP and the Urban League. “When we don’t hold our schools and states accountable
for educating every child, it is the kids from our low-income backgrounds, kids with
disabilities, kids who are learning English and kids of color who too often do fall through the
cracks,” Murray said recently.

“What, from our vantage point, happens from these tests is not improvement. It’s
destruction.”

Whether and how to boost accountability is one of the sharpest points of contention in the
ongoing Senate debate about a bipartisan overhaul of NCLB crafted by Murray and
Republican Lamar Alexander. As it currently stands, the legislation would not end the era of
high-stakes testing, but it would shift to the states the question of how tests are used to
evaluate and discipline teachers and schools. The White House and other Democrats would
like to include stricter rules for states to identify and intervene in low-performing schools,
saying they’re necessary to protect poor and minority students.

The debate has been narrowly framed as a partisan question of federal versus state control

over testing. But some educators, parents, and advocates are calling for a deeper discussion
about whether standardized testing serves a civil-rights agenda at all. Instead, they argue, it
does the opposite. “In the face of clear evidence that children of color are more likely to be
subjected to over-testing and a narrowing of curriculum in the name of test preparation, it is
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perplexing that DC based civil rights groups are promoting annual tests,” write Judith
Browne Dianis of the Advancement Project, John Jackson of the Schott Foundation for
Public Education, and Pedro Noguera, a professor at New York University (and a Nation
contributor), wrote recently.

“What, from our vantage point, happens from these tests is not improvement. It’s
destruction,” reads a letter sent to Senate leaders on Monday from the Journey for Justice
Alliance, which describes itself as “an alliance of 38 organizations of Black and Brown
parents and students in 23 states,” along with 175 other organizations.” The letter details a
number of ways in which test-based accountability has hurt minority children, including
narrowed curriculum, the loss of community schools, and the demoralization of the teaching
corps. It calls on Congress to “to pass an ESEA reauthorization without requiring the regime
of oppressive, high stakes, standardized testing and sanctions that have recently been
promoted as civil rights requirements,” and to instead promote “balanced assessments, such
as oral exams, portfolios, daily check-ins and teacher created assessment tools.” The letter
also asks lawmakers to focus less on continued diagnosis of well-known inequities in
education outcomes and more on solutions: investment in wrap-around services and
alternatives to punitive discipline, increased funding for schools serving low-income students,
and a moratorium on the use of federal funds to support charter schools.

Researchers at the National Education Policy Center considered the civil-rights disagreement
in a February brief. “For very good reasons, many civil rights groups lined up behind
NCLB,” they wrote, noting that opportunity and achievement gaps were clear before the
advent of high-stakes testing. However, they argue that lost in the debate about overhauling
NCLB “is whether test-based accountability policies will produce equitable educational
opportunities through substantially improved schooling.” Based on achievement data, the
brief concludes that those policies have not, and will not. “What NCLB and related policies
added was a set of punitive interventions, not a guiding knowledge of the gaps and not a set
of strategies and resources to close the gaps,” they write.

The question Congress is tiptoeing around is what “accountability” means. Critics of high-
stakes testing aren’t asking for states to be let off the hook for failing to boost opportunities
for poor and minority kids. Their point is that while testing doesn’t fix the inequities it
illuminates, low scores provide justification for interventions that undermine the public
school system. There’s little reason to think authorities will suddenly choose new kinds of
interventions, like reducing class size. “Why would we be stuck on annual testing?” asks
Marc Tucker, president of the National Center on Education and the Economy, instead of less
frequent assessments or testing sample groups. “Well, there’s one thing that is very important
to the administration that cannot be done unless you do annual testing, and that is being able
to attribute to a particular teacher the performance of the students that the teacher has taught
in a given year.” There are lawmakers, like Ohio Senator Sherrod Brown, who would like to
reduce students’ test load and hold states accountable for providing resources, not just raising
scores; but even he argues that “annual testing can be a useful yardstick to measure student
achievement.”

While many Democrats are concerned about accountability in traditional public schools,
fewer are interested in asserting oversight of charter schools, though they would like to divert
more federal dollars to them. Brown has proposed a measure to curb “fraud, abuse, waste,
mismanagement and misconduct” at charters, and it will be interesting to see who lines up
with him. “There’s no sector that we’ve seen that misspends tax dollars more than these for-
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profit charter schools,” Brown said on a call with reporters on Thursday. “I’m curious that the
people that complain about waste, fraud and abuse in government are now standing up to
defend these for-profit charters.” (It’s worth noting that some public-education advocates
argue that the question should be not be how to improve management of the charter industry,
but whether it should exist at all.)

There are a number of other issues to be worked out in the Senate bill, including how far
states should go to protect students from bullying based on sexual orientation or gender
identity. Reconciling what the Senate passes with the overhaul that the House approved by a
party-line vote on Wednesday will be a complicated process, too. The House version more
dramatically restricts the Department of Education and contains several provisions that the
White House won’t accept—including Title I portability, which would siphon off resources
targeted to schools in low-income areas. Congress is nearly a decade late in overhauling
NCLB, and though there’s real momentum to get something done this year, there’s still a
chance it won’t happen. Either way, lawmakers aren’t really rethinking the basic premise of
that much-hated law.
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