School tests could fail students: educator
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A FORMER head of the NSW Board of Studies, Gordon Stanley, has warned Australian education authorities against following the British example of overtesting students and setting performance benchmarks because they narrow the curriculum.

"In the UK, testing has really got out of hand," said Professor Stanley, who left Australia a year ago to take up the directorship of the Oxford University Centre for Educational Assessment. He has not yet been replaced at the Board of Studies.

In Australia for a short break, Professor Stanley said he hoped the nation would not copy the mistakes of Britain and the United States, where schools had been drowning in more than 6000 pages of new curriculum guidelines since their distribution last year.

He said national tests in literacy and numeracy that were introduced last year for years 3, 5, 7 and 9 should not be used simply to rank schools but results should be used to rapidly diagnose and remedy any learning problems they identified.

The Federal Government has indicated that results from the tests will be made public so that comparisons can be made between schools.

"The interesting issue will be how much ranking of schools and how much focus there is on the national tests as an accountability tool," Professor Stanley said. "We could well end up with a similar situation to the UK, where you get a whole industry created around improving performance on the tests rather than necessarily improving students' learning skills."

Professor Stanley said schools in Britain had been judged on their success in meeting test performance targets.

"That has led to a lot of teaching to the test and schools focusing on kids who are close to achieving the targets on the view that they are going to be the easiest to improve.

"There is a feeling that teachers' professional skills in assessment haven't been developed as much as you'd like because they have been so focused on the external tests."

In the US there had been an "enormous manipulation of data" since schools were asked to show "adequate yearly progress", he said. This made it difficult not to corrupt the professional process.

"It really depends on how heavy an accountability hand is placed on the system as to whether or not we will make the mistakes of the US and the UK."

It was crucial for teachers to receive test results in time to help students with problems before they moved on to the next school year, he said.

"Testing is really only valuable in so far as it provides timely feedback that will help the teachers working with their students.

"Increasingly the research evidence suggests that the delay between testing and the feedback is critical in terms of developing student skills." 
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