

Dr Dan White
THE executive director of Catholic schools for the Sydney archdiocese Dr Dan White has questioned the validity of school league tables, labelling them simplistic and one-dimensional.

Dr White says the controversial league tables have three “significant problems”.

He said the practice of comparing students based on a single academic result, such as reading scores, “fails to take into account the diversity of rich educational programs offered by a particular school”.

Dr White said the statistics are often skewed, “particularly in smaller schools, where the presence of two of three children with special learning needs can significantly alter the class average”.

And the comparison of classes fails to take into account the fact that “overall ability levels of class children can vary markedly from one year to the next”.

“The argument follows that comparative tables encourage a kind of diagnosis that is simplistic and does not take into account the various factors that might impact on the performance of students in a particular school – socio-economic considerations, selectivity, number of students from non-English speaking backgrounds, historical factors, etc.”

Although he opposes the direct comparison of schools based on a single measure, Dr White believes the collection of accurate and relevant data is essential to monitor the progress of schools, enable plans for improvement, and appropriately allocate funds.

“While there is no benefit in simplistic comparisons … I am genuinely interested in learning about what our 147 schools are doing well, as well as what areas we need to give more attention to.”

And he was adamant that adequate information be made available to parents, pointing out that systemic Catholic schools publish results on their websites as part of annual reports.

“What parents really want and need is up-to-date data that represents the ‘value-added’ by school to their children’s learning over time.”

Dr White defended the performance of Catholic schools, convinced that “by any measure, our schools would bear any scrutiny”.

His comments followed last week’s legislative amendment by the Opposition and the Greens to prevent the publication of league tables by issuing a $55,000 fine to media outlets which publish the information.

NSW Opposition Leader Barry O’Farrell, who has faced criticism for his support of the ban, defended his decision, saying parents should be satisfied with annual reports issued by schools.

However, Premier Nathan Rees is pushing for the ban to be lifted with the introduction of a new bill in September.

The controversy surrounding the publication of league tables dates back to January 1997, when The Daily Telegraph published a photograph of Mount Druitt’s Year 12 class of 1996, all of whom received a tertiary entrance rank below 50.

