National Standards: A personal perspective

By Bill Courtney
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 “The National-led Government is determined to improve education standards and as Minister of Education I am working with our schools and teachers to ensure this happens.”
National Party Statement

February 2010

I presented the Hands Up For Learning petition to parliament last week on the government’s National Standards policy.  Tens of thousands of concerned parents, board of trustee members, principals and teachers have asked the House to support the call for the implementation of this controversial policy to be slowed right down.  In political speak, it’s time for a David Lange “cup of tea”.

Harvey McQueen, a former education aide to David Lange, wrote last year, in a review of the 20th anniversary of Tomorrow’s Schools, that: “Each education minister has to relearn a lesson which their predecessors have already learnt the hard way.  You can make education policy in offices in the capital, but you cannot implement it without the co-operation of the teachers.”  This truism is even more relevant now in the devolved schools system that Tomorrow’s Schools created.  Governments may introduce policies and schools must carry out the implementation.  But in our strongly democratic, de-centralised system, if schools are not consulted and involved in policy development and design, the outcome is often chaos.  In education, there are no silver bullets.
The fundamental problem with National Standards has been the failure to develop sound policy at the outset.  Colin James wrote an insightful piece on both National Standards and the Emissions Trading Scheme late last year and concluded with the strapline: Fast Law is Bad Law.  Ironically, at parliament last Tuesday, the presentation of the National Standards petition was followed immediately by a march and petition presentation on the ETS!
The essence of “governance” is to make policy but National Standards falls short of the NZ government's own guidelines on how to develop good policy.  From the outset, there has been a failure to identify “What is the cause of the problem?” or to evaluate multiple options and to seek the optimum solution.  We have not been told “How might this option make a difference?” or “What does Success look like?”

With National Standards, there is a clear need to understand the difference between standards with a “small s” and Standards with a “big S”.  Most people would think that improving education standards implies raising the overall quality of education in our schools, so as to lift students’ knowledge, i.e. they can achieve more.  However, Standards-based reform in the education system involves developing a system of explicit statements of learning objectives at various levels.  The curriculum development team at the Ministry of Education like to call them signposts and they argue that the Standards fit in quite nicely with the brand new New Zealand Curriculum.  But if the Standards are such a natural fit, where were they in the original development?

The Academics' open letter to the Minister of Education (November 2009) made it clear how many in the New Zealand education sector felt: “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.”  The Minister simply brushed aside the academics’ letter saying it contained “nothing new” (does that include the reference to serious flaws?)  Mrs Tolley believes that only minor tweaks need be made to the Standards in a “bedding down” period but this is inconsistent with the both the academics’ views and the experiences of the professionals on the job.  The call from the Auckland Primary Principals’ Association last week to boycott further training clearly highlights growing frustrations with the Standards and the inadequate training supporting their implementation.
Teachers must provide the judgements of student progress and achievement against the Standards and parents want to know how their children are doing at school, so they can support their learning.  But if the Standards are not clear enough for teachers to be confident about them, then we, as parents, will lack the confidence to use the information contained in the reports.
The populist appeal of the National Standards policy is that it may be timely to raise standards in the state and state-integrated school system and this argument has been pursued vigorously by many parts of the media.  Yet internationally, there is inconclusive evidence that Standards actually raise standards.
Modern day education policy is often developed and prosecuted with the media in mind.  A recent UK study by the CfBT Education Trust into how education policy is made, shows evidence of a widening gap between evidence and policy making.  The study also found that the views of the Prime Minister are dominating and that there are costs to a system in which decisions become more political and are taken higher up.
The government needs to understand that the dissatisfaction with this controversial policy is growing and its support at ground level is waning.  But will our voices be heard?

Bill Courtney is a parent of two school-aged children and a former school trustee.
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