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The federal Education Minister, Julia Gillard, does not want school league tables. Nor does her state colleague, Verity Firth. The data protocols they signed together commits all Australian governments to minimise the risk that "third parties may seek to produce" them.
The former NSW director-general of education Ken Boston - responsible for setting them up in Britain - says "the primary school curriculum has become a husk". Brian Caldwell, former dean of education at Melbourne University, departed from the measured and sober language of academia to urge "agitation on an epic scale" against them.
On the best advice the Greens successfully sought to stop production of simplistic school league tables in NSW.
Last week the Rees Government put legislation before state parliament to repeal the 12-year ban on publishing comparisons of schools based on the common testing results such as the HSC, the school certificate and national testing of literacy and numeracy, or NAPLAN tests.
Firth argued that legislative change was needed to allow her to hand over school results for publication on Gillard's new national website, which she says will increase transparency and accountability. She raised the spectre of the Rudd Government making good on its threat to withhold $4.8 billion of "education revolution" funding if results were not provided.
The Greens, the Coalition, the conservative crossbench of the NSW upper house, the independent Gordon Moyes and principals, parents, teachers and their unions - public and private sector - believed it was only a matter of time before media harvested the data and produced simplistic league tables.
The subsequent ranking of schools would have had unacceptable consequences for education in all schools, would have badly misled parents and would have unnecessarily, unjustly and unproductively stigmatised schools at the bottom of the table.
Raising the stakes on the outcomes of literacy and numeracy national testing, so that schools were judged publicly on the collective performance of students, would undermine the important role of these tests in diagnosing learning issues. Schools would be under pressure to spend valuable curriculum time preparing students to maximise results. Teaching to the test, rather than testing in order to teach, would undermine educational outcome.

This is what happened in Britain, much to Boston's regret.
These tests were not designed to rank schools. League tables would swamp with false and misleading information the debate about schooling and parental decision-making. This is what happened in New York.
Schools that perform daily miracles would be stigmatised and humiliated by ranking that says they are failing. While many schools are struggling and need help, league tables inevitably traduce the reputations of excellent institutions and their communities. This is what happened in Britain and the US.
For schools not coping - and teachers, parents, politicians and education bureaucrats know which ones - the solution is not public shaming but more resources, more teachers and, in some cases, new directions.
The Greens' changes to the Education Act will not stop parents, the community or the media gaining access to school results and other information. In NSW an annual report is available on the website of most schools and contains much more than just numerical data.
Like the ban on naming minors charged with criminal offences, prohibiting print-media publication of simplistic school-by-school comparisons, based on aggregations of test results, is not authoritarian and fundamentalist censorship. It protects educational outcomes from false and misleading comparisons. The rest of Australia should follow suit.
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