WHAT’S THE BIG CONCERN DEPUTY PRIME MINISTER?
The current debate about the merits of the recently released MySchool website has brought some deep, deep philosophical issues to the surface.  Despite Julia Gillard’s mantra about the so-called “transparency equals improvement” nexus there are very few experienced educators who have seen any evidence of such a phenomenon.  In fact, the countries which Australia is so slavishly copying, USA and England, are testament to the complete failure of such a notion.  
I have no doubt that the Deputy Prime Minister is sincere in her wish to see improvement in our schools; it is amazing however that such a savvy person seems to have fallen for the “simple answer to a complex problem” phenomenon. Why are so many good people so concerned?  The focus has been on the 100% likelihood that newspapers will use the data provided on the website to create League tables.  If this does occur there will be major injustices done to school communities based on information which is only concerned about the easy to measure and hard to treasure.  For instance, those schools which take on young people who are having major difficulties, or, keep-in-school those students who are rejected by other settings or who would normally leave school earlier will be judged as failing according to crude measures of literacy and numeracy.  The “rich data” which Ms Gillard talks about won’t be rich or subtle enough to pick up any of these nuances.  There are no measures of resilience, attitudes, commitment, morale, enjoyment, breadth, depth, complexity or any of the other elements of a really successful school life.  
It is a pity to see a Government so concerned about the improvement of education retreat to sifting and sorting, naming and shaming and contracting what we value to the far too easily measured literacy and numeracy test scores of 7, 9, 11 and 13 year olds.  The reality is that it is shameful to have any child engaging in life without the basic engagement skills if they have the capacities to acquire them.  This must be dealt with.  It must be owned and understood.  But we must not confuse this with contracting the context of education so much that the purposes for acquiring these skills in the first place (i.e. to engage in life’s bounty and opportunities so that a healthy sense of worth-whileness and challenge and positiveness accompany our souls, hearts and minds) are lost forever for some and for short but critical periods of time for others.

The Minister for Education would do well to take responsibility for the mis-use of data which has been compulsorily acquired for other purposes.  Education is about a lot more than literacy and numeracy levels.  Every teacher knows that.  Every parent knows that.  Most children know that.  We must be extremely careful about what we value.  We must be extremely careful about what we publish in the name of transparency because it becomes what we value.  Perhaps Hiam Ginot’s statement gets to the heart of the matter dramatically but truthfully
“I am a survivor of a concentration camp.  My eyes saw what no person should witness.  Gas chambers built by learned engineers.  Children poisoned by educated physicians. Infants killed by trained nurses. Women and babies shot and killed by high school and college graduates.  So I’m suspicious of education.  Your efforts must never produce learned monsters, skilled psychopaths, or educated Eichmann’s.  Reading and writing and … arithmetic are only important if they serve to make students more human”.  
Schooling is about a lot, lot more than academic achievement and young people should not be treated as if they are current or future economic units and nor should their places of schooling.
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