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Peter Hill rudely discovered special dangers associated with being the new head of the Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority last week.  He found himself in direct line of fire from some of Australia’s most strident objectors to the publication of school performance data - at our 14th Education Forum.
As chief executive officer of ACARA, Hill is in charge of constructing the website Julia Gillard has promised us for next year - where we will be able to easily compare schools for the first time.
Hill may have expected our forum on Friday, a joint event by The Daily Telegraph and the University of Technology, Sydney, to be a genteel gathering. We had a small number of invited guests only and they were all well known heads of their educational sectors, institutions or organisations. Sometimes our forums can be very polite and proper.
But the blood started to flow when Hill jumped in to answer a question aimed at another of the forum speakers, NSW Education Minister Verity Firth. The question was: what evidence is there that publishing school performance data improves student outcomes?
You could expect a minister for education to answer such a question as her government’s policy is built around it.
But much to the amusement of several forum guests Hill said he did not think it was fair to ask a minister a question about academic research. I doubt he will ever make that mistake again. More so - if she didn’t already - I bet Firth can now quote exactly the research she needs to know.
But most surprising - remembering Hill is an academic and policy adviser where such research is very much in his field - was his answer. In short he said there is not much evidence at all really.
And that answer I predict will relentlessly return to torment Peter Hill, ACARA, Verity Firth and Julia Gillard _ probably forever. Hill is stuck with it unless some new definitive study is released that proves publishing data works well or Australian standards do dramatically improve once the website is up.
It doesn’t matter much that what we are doing in Australia is different to everywhere else in the world where school performance data has been published.
And to add to this feast the person who asked the question was Trevor Cobbolt, convener of Save Our Schools, a public school support lobby.
Cobbolt is a prolific writer of articles, papers and letters to politicians. This was a question he has been trying to get a politician to answer for over a year.
Hill has since sent me a meta analyses on high stakes testing and public reporting of data. It shows there are slightly more studies that claim publishing performance data does work but improvements are small and even non existent for closing racial gaps. But there are almost as many studies that show high stakes testing and publishing data does not work.
On the other hand hiding school performance data from public scrutiny doesn’t work either. Hill worked in Hong Kong on a system where only schools were told how they performed and they had to swear to keep it secret. With no outside pressure to improve, standards languished.
Hill also worked in Ontario where teaching standards improved as a direct result of system-wide testing and the public airing of the results. But this was a very specific and jointly driven positive result. The state and teacher unions worked together to make it happen.
There is no way Australian teacher unions will co-operate in such a way.
Much depends on the tests and what they are trying to do. There is a difference between tests that just check on standards and those that try to drive teaching quality.
Hill said most high performing countries are also headed in the same direction as Australia. They are introducing accountability testing and the publication of results - including Finland.
Education Minister Verity Firth argued that publishing data will help keep pressure on governments, particularly treasuries, to invest in education and will help pinpoint publicly where funding should go. She was a convincing speaker. I can see why she has the job.
The third speaker at the forum was Andrew Blair, president of the Australian Secondary Principals Association, who condemned league tables and said his organisation would consider calling for a ban on the national tests if school performance data was used to “name and shame”.
Shadow spokesman for education and deputy leader of the Nationals, Adrian Piccoli, was an invited guest. Piccoli voted for the amendment to state laws making it illegal for newspapers (only) to publish comparisons of schools. He said he was not against newspapers publishing what would be on the ACARA web site, he was “simply against ranking.”
Another invited guest Christian Democrat MLC Fred Nile asked the minister “How will we prevent teachers from teaching to the test?” Firth admitted this is an issue and we should be concerned. But she said the best protection against negative effects is to have well designed tests that could drive teaching quality.
Greens MLC John Kaye said the release of school data on a website will exclude the many families who do not have Internet access - and we are spending too much time on data anyway.
But Firth gave what I believe is the most powerful argument of all to publish school performance results - the public right to know.
In a democracy governments should never take on the job of hiding information from the public - even if that information may be misused once it is the public domain.
Firth said the amendment to our state laws making it illegal for newspapers to publish league tables is ineffective, futile and offensive to parents and the public.
For the record yet again The Daily Telegraph will not be publishing simplistic league tables. But we will be publishing comparisons and tables to help readers negotiate the school performance data when it is released. I can’t wait.
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