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Our bid to give school results
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NSW parents have been denied basic information about the performance of their children's school for too long. 

On their behalf, The Sunday Telegraph today launches a campaign to deliver that information -- even if it results in prosecution and a hefty fine. 

Under the Freedom of Information Act, this paper has asked the Department of Education to supply the 2008 and 2009 results for every public, Catholic and independent school in the State, including mean scores and the number of students in every performance band for each school year. 

This is information parents need to answer the vital question: How well does your child's school compare with other schools in the area? 

These are the same results released each year under the National Assessment Program -- Literacy and Numeracy and the same results parents in other states are able to use when deciding which school their child should attend. 

But despite calls from major political parties for greater transparency in government, it remains an offence in NSW for a newspaper to publish comparative education results ``in a manner that ranks or otherwise compares the results of individual schools''. 

A publication risks a $55,000 fine for doing so. 

That law is supported by Opposition leader Barry O'Farrell, Nationals education spokesman Adrian Piccoli and the Greens. 

Premier Nathan Rees has publicly advocated greater transparency in government through FOI reform or the release of additional information, even if it proves detrimental to his government. 

``Parents have consistently told me they want access to information about their children and their schools, and I believe it's important for them to have it,'' he has said. 

``I've supported the federal Government's moves to make test information available, but we've never supported simplistic league tables.'' 

Federal Education Minister Julia Gillard is in favour of publishing school league tables and giving parents access to national test data. 

The federal Government wants to make this information available for all parents and students, including those in NSW, early next year when the law banning its publication will become redundant. 

But we believe the information should be released as soon as possible to help parents make decisions about their children's education. 

* Join our campaign 

Sunday 20 September 2009 
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School league tables: why we'd risk a $55,000 fine
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Some politicians don't want anyone knowing just how well our schools are serving their students and communities. Claire Harvey asks why. 



If little Bella Walker were allowed to choose her own primary school, she might like to compare statistical data on slippery-slides, tuckshop treats and smiley teachers at all nearby primaries. 

Schools with cranky staff and stale pies would be off the list, and she might discover the rustiest swing sets are at posh private schools, despite their high fees. 

Would Bella make the right decision? Should she be allowed access to such potentially explosive information? 

And what will happen to the struggling schools she doesn't like? 

Those are exactly the questions raging throughout the Australian education system, in a passionate brawl between teachers, politicians and media proprietors. 

The grown-up terminology is a little different (contextual data and literacy scales instead of playgrounds and sausage-rolls), but the ultimate question is the same: what's best for Bella? 

This issue -- the publication of what are referred to as ``school league tables'' -- is one of the most complicated, emotional issues on the national policy agenda, and in the middle are parents Kathy Norris and David Walker, Bella's mum and dad. 

They've recently moved to Sydney from New Zealand, and are about to buy an inner-west house, with careful regard to nearby schools. So, how do they choose? 

All schools are required by law to publish literacy and numeracy test results in their annual reports -- but the figures do not have to be online. So, parents who want to examine the results usually need to physically visit the offices of competing schools, ask for copies of the reports, then sit down and try to decipher the data at home. 

Kathy Norris hasn't the time or inclination to do that, so she's been scrutinising websites and consulting friends, day-care staff and other parents in the Dulwich Hill neighbourhood about how local schools rate on several other factors, including the calibre of the principals and whether schools focus closely on tailoring education to the differing needs of children. 

She has heard about one school that has a problem with high teacher turnover -- and, when she looked at the school's website, she was disturbed to see detailed discussions about bullying. 

Another school, however, has taken Norris's interest because the principal seems proactive, the website sets out thoughtful philosophies, and there is an ``opportunity'' program that might suit bright kids like Bella, who starts school in 2011. 

``Sometimes, I think too much information can be a dangerous thing; it becomes overwhelming and you can start worrying unnecessarily,'' Norris says. 

``I do think a good primary school is important, but in these formative years you just mainly want a happy and positive experience, and the chance to mix with a range of kids.'' 

By the start of the 2010 school year, detailed literacy and numeracy data for every school will be freely available on a federal Government website. 

This is the result of a federal/state agreement requiring all schools to submit their data to the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA). Each school will have its 

own page, rich with test results, information about the school and comparisons 

with schools in similar regions and demographic groups. 

But the planned site has angered teachers and principals, who say any comparison of this sort of information is misleading, incomplete and unfair, particularly to schools in underprivileged areas, which are more likely to have students who need extra help. 

Their great fear is that media organisations will use the data to rank or compare schools in football-style ``league tables''. 

Such ``simplistic'' reporting would endanger the quality of education and even further damage struggling schools and those in poor areas, they argue. 

So, in NSW, they have backed the Greens and Opposition in creating a strict new amendment to the law. 

The law now means media outlets based in NSW will risk a $55,000 fine for any report that ``ranks or otherwise compares the results of particular schools''. 

All politicians, federal and state, say they oppose ``simplistic'' league tables, but NSW is the only state to actually seek media controls. 

The NSW legislation cannot stop the information being published through interstate outlets or on websites, which are outside the state jurisdiction -- and the funny thing is ``league tables'' have already been published in NSW, and nobody seemed to mind. 

In July, The Australian's education writer Justine Ferrari compiled detailed tables of reading and numeracy results from all the schools in the electorate of Opposition leader Barry O'Farrell. 

Only half the schools had published the data on their websites, so Ferrari spent a week driving between schools, collecting reports, compiling spreadsheets -- then adjusting the data from schools which had supplied incomplete or different figures from the others. 

The newspaper expected at least some fury from the Opposition or Greens -- but none came. 

Federal and state education ministers are still wrangling about exactly what the site (operated by ACARA) will show, but at the very least it will give data on school attendance, staffing levels, Year 12 retention rates, teachers' qualifications, plus results from Year 10, Year 12 and compulsory NAPLAN literacy and numeracy tests all students take in Years 3, 5, 7 and 9. 

The NSW Department of Education and Training has sent the latest data to ACARA, but it has not yet been publicly released on the website. 

Federal Education Minister Julia Gillard has said she would include schools' funding and resource levels, but a meeting of state and federal ministers last week appeared to drop that commitment. 

That will make the website even more unfair, says Angelo Gavrielatos, Australian Education Union president. 

State Education Minister Verity Firth denies the site is about ``naming and shaming schools'' and says instead the Government wants to arm parents with ``rich, contextualised information''. 

Gavrielatos scoffs at that. ``You cannot reduce the complex social and human dynamic of teaching and learning to a simplistic figure,'' Gavrielatos says. 

``As a (teaching) profession, we are united like never before. The unity is unprecedented; this is a touchstone issue -- and our concerns are not about assessment, or the `right to know'. 

``Parents have a right to quality information that is presented in a way that doesn't damage the quality of education.'' 

It is fundamentally wrong to evaluate or compare schools on the basis of NAPLAN tests, which were designed for the entirely separate purpose of helping teachers identify and assist struggling students, Gavrielatos says. 

``When you start misusing a tool, and putting the results to invalid use, the effect is that you blunt the instrument,'' he says, noting that education departments in Queensland and Victoria have instructed schools to have students practise specifically for the NAPLAN test. 

``That potentially destroys the value of the test,'' he says. 

In a telephone poll of 1000 parents commissioned by the union, 63 per cent backed a federal ban on media using the ACARA data to rank schools in any way. 

Parents were asked whether they were convinced by a series of arguments against league tables -- 83 per cent agreed low-ranked schools would suffer low morale and stigmatisation from publication of such results, and 80 per cent agreed ``the federal Government doesn't need schools to be publicly named and shamed; it can already identify schools that are struggling and put resources into those schools.'' The parents were not given a set of pro-league table arguments to consider. 

O'Farrell's decision to vote with the Greens came as a nasty surprise to many within the Opposition itself, who don't buy O'Farrell's argument rural and remote schools must be protected from unfair comparisons with wealthier city schools. 

Former NSW Opposition leader Peter Debnam is proposing a compromise whereby the Government and editors devise a voluntary code of conduct guaranteeing no ``simplistic sensationalist stories''. 

The Greens are opposed to both the website and the league tables. 

Education spokesman John Kaye says a much better, although expensive, system, would be sending retired teachers to thoroughly audit schools and prepare confidential reports on problem areas. 

Kaye says public-school comparisons are a sure way to stigmatise schools in disadvantaged communities and ``hollow out'' the curriculum by forcing schools to focus on literacy and numeracy at the expense of all the skills that make children employable, such as group-work, communication and self-motivation. 

``It's like choosing a marriage partner by a mathematical algorithm. You wouldn't do it,'' Kaye argues. 

``Choosing a partner is a complex interplay of different attributes, just like choosing a school.'' 

He says it's more instructive to walk around a school, meet the principal and consult other parents. 

``Hollowing out'' is exactly what happened in the UK, where the official tables contain much less data than the Australian website, and where the media is free to publish ``best'' and ``worst'' school lists, according to former NSW and UK senior education bureaucrat Ken Boston. 

He says the direct effect was that UK schools became obsessed with getting good test-scores, and Australian schools will face the same pressure when the website begins. 

The debate is fuelled by memories of a 1997 Daily Telegraph story headlined ``Class we failed'', which revealed Mount Druitt High was the only NSW school where all students were in the bottom half of the statewide HSC results. 

The students (whose class photo was run on page one) won an apology, an out-of-court settlement, and a Press Council ruling that noted the students had not failed, but graduated with their HSC. 

Ferrari points out the story was not an attack on students, but on government neglect -- and Mount Druitt has since got unprecedented funds and resources. 

She's unsure how much the website or league tables would really assist parents, but believes the fuss is largely confected by teachers who don't want scrutiny. 

``There's a real discomfort among a lot of schools about being held accountable,'' Ferrari says. ``It's a new concept for the teaching profession.'' 

So, will anyone use the ACARA data to publish ``simplistic'' league tables in NSW? 

You can count on it, which means politicians will face a new dilemma: whether to mount potentially embarrassing pursuits of editors through the courts. 

It makes Bella's decision look simple. 



THE ABC OF SCHOOL TABLES 

What's the fuss about? 

* By the end of this year, the federal Government's ACARA website will publish comparative data on literacy, numeracy and other test results from all schools. Each school will have its own page, with school attendance, staffing levels, Year 12 retention rates, Year 10 and Year 12 leaving-results, and marks from compulsory literacy and numeracy tests taken in years 3, 5, 7 and 9. 

* Teachers, principals, Greensand Opposition are afraid media will "harvest" this data to create comparitive tables. They have passed a law in NSW Parliament banning any report that "ranks or otherwise compares the results of particular schools", with penalties of $55,000 per offence. 



What is the league table? 

The new law bans any kind of list, ranking or comparison. Here are some examples: 

1. Students in the top two bands for literacy and numeracy: 

Green Primary .................... 20% 

Red Primary ....................... 45% 

St Pink's Catholic Primary ... 42% 



2. Overall literacy, numeracy, retention and funding rates for your school 

Greenbrook Prep ................. 8/10 

Red Central School ............. 6/10 

Blue Primary ...................... 5/10 



3. Best and worst schools in your area (Year 12 retention rates) 

Best: Brown State High, Silver Girls' College, Grey Street College Worst: Green Catholic College, Blue State High, Purple College 



Should you care? 

* It depends what factors you want to consider in choosing a school. Do you have the time to do all the research. 

Would you rather read a newspaper summary? Do you trust the media to report complicated data? Do you think it's right for government to dictate what media can do with official statistics? 

There's still the old-fashioned way of choosing a school: visiting the grounds, talking to parents and the principal. 



What information can parents get now? 

* All schools must already publish annual reports showing literacy, numeracy and other test results. 

Many schools do not put the results online, meaning parents must collect the reports from school offices. HSC results are also published for the top schools in the state, but not the bottom schools. This situation will continue under the new law. 
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