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School league table plans 'oppressive'
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State and territory education ministers are too scared of losing billions of dollars in federal funding to oppose Rudd Government plans to allow league tables of schools, a former Dean of Education at the University of Melbourne says. International education consultant Professor Brian Caldwell said new reporting standards agreed between the states, territories and Commonwealth would lead necessarily to league tables and direct comparisons of schools and this would spell disaster for Australia's education system. Newspapers in Tasmania and Queensland have already published league tables based on preliminary school results with other states and territories set to follow once governments publish school results on the internet by the end of the year. 

Professor Caldwell will deliver the Agitation Hill Lecture in Castlemaine, Victoria, tomorrow in which he will condemn the Rudd Government's $14.7billion planned spending on school infrastructure as wholly inadequate. 

Professor Caldwell said this figure would need to be tripled if planned expenditure in Britain was used as a benchmark for Australia. Having formerly suggested hundreds of Australian schools are in such terrible physical condition they need to be bulldozed, Professor Caldwell said, ''It will require a 10-year commitment by governments at all levels to provide fit and proper places for learning and teaching.' 

' He accused the Commonwealth of pushing a league table agenda. ''While they deny the intent, without question the Rudd Government is leading the charge with premiers and chief ministers in all states and territories following to create league tables. 

The information about school performances will shortly be made available for parents via the internet in a way that it's never been available before,'' he said. 

''Schools will have no choice in the matter.'' Professor Caldwell said the move would only encourage schools to teach to the national literacy and numeracy tests, on which they would be ranked. Undertaking regular consulting work in Britain, Professor Caldwell said the British Government which has also introduced league tables now appeared to be backing away from the policy. 

''They've seen what happens when schools focus more on tests and league tables than educating children. 

We are not creating football teams here.'' He blamed league tables for unfairly stigmatising schools and warned Australia was now entering an unprecedented era of centralised control of schools. 

''We could do grave harm to our education profession. Who wants to work in schools where there is an oppressive regime of invalid public reporting of school performance and where curriculum priorities are distorted with excessive amounts of time spent on practising for tests?'' Professor Caldwell conceded the first round of reporting due by the end of the year was unavoidable, but urged governments to place a sunset clause on the practice. 

''Unless there is agitation on an epic scale, such as refusal by teachers to administer these tests or parents refusing to have their children sit for them, we are in very serious trouble. 

In England they have had the experience of hugely distorted priorities in teaching and learning and Prime Minister [Gordon] Brown's new policy is all about empowering parents, recognising that a new track is needed.'' 

