As Education Minister Julia Gillard and the Australian
Education Union continue to lock horns over boycotts to
national literacy and numeracy tests, neither has
considered the key stakeholders. CANDICE KELLER
and LUCY HOOD investigate what parents want.

Parents: It’
our turnto
have a say
on schools

HE national teachers’
union and Federal
Government are be-
having like schoolyard
bullies caught up in
arguments about what is in the
best interest for students.

But they forgot to ask parents
- the key stakeholders - what
they want for their children.

The rift between the Austra-
lian Education Union and Edu-
cation Minister Julia Gillard
reached fever pitch this week
when teachers renewed their
vow to boycott next month’s
NAPLAN tests.

Teachers believe the results
are being used to “name and
shame” students, teachers and
schools. But parents want na-
tional literacy and numeracy
(NAPLAN) tests to go ahead,
according to the South Austra-
lian Association of State
Schools Organisation, the
state’s key parent body.

They also want comprehen-
sive statistics and information
about how their child - and
their school - is performing.

“The more information the
better,” SAASSO director David
Knuckey said.

“The attitude of most parents
is that they want accurate, ob-
jective feedback about how
their child is progressing at
school.

“Sadly, parents aren’t always
consulted.”

The tests, from May 11-13,
assess students in Years 3,5,7
and 9 on reading, writing, spell-
ing and punctuation, grammar
and numeracy skills.

The results are the basis for
the Government’s con-
troversial school per-
formance website,
MySchool, which
identifies schools per-
forming at, above or
below national aver-
ages in these skills.

The union is con-
cerned this “snapshot” of re-
sults and comparative data is
then being used by media and
other organisations to create
league tables, ranking schools
from best to worst.

Associate Professor at the
University of Newcastle James
Ladwig - who is the chair of
Curriculum, Teaching and
Learning - says typically, the
union speak around the reasons
for the boycott was not entirely
forthcoming.

“ The attitude
of most parents
is that they
want accurate,
objective
feedback about
how their child
is progressing
at school.
Sadly, parents
aren’t always

consulted.

- SAASSO DIRECTOR
DAVID KNUCKEY

“This week, they made the
argument that the reason they
are holding up the tests was (for
the) children,” he said.

“I don’t buy that. They are
defending teachers, so there is
double-speak ... it is bad to
leave the debate so shallow.

“Yes, there is a general con-
cern about stigmatism but that
has just as much to do with
(protecting) teachers as it does
students.”

He added that when you have
a system with “very, very few”
mechanisms of accountability,
there were not many options for
parents.

“A union can stall just about
anything and have until re-
cently, made it very difficult to

Log on and tell us what you think
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do anything around account-
ability,” he said.

“Most parents want some
level of accountability of school
performance ... I don’t want a
bureaucrat knowing what I can
and cannot see.”

Mr Knuckey agreed, adding
that parents would like to see
the Government broaden the
website’s scope, not have it
decimated by a political stoush
with teachers.

Mr Knuckey said parents

would like to see three key
additions to the website; finan-
cial data about schools, general
details about the qualifications
of school staff and opportunit-
ies for formal parent feedback.
This, he said, would reveal a
more complete and relevant
story about what’s happening
within school grounds.

“When choosing a school,
you’re not just enrolling your
children, you're enrolling your-
self,” he said. “You want to
know about the culture and
atmosphere of the school too.”

The Australian Curriculum,
Assessment and Reporting
Authority (ACARA), the Gov-
ernment body in charge of the
MySchool website, has said fi-
nancial data would be the next
addition to the site by the close
of 2010.

Further expansion, including
parent comment, is still being
negotiated.

Australian Primary Principals
Association president Leonie
Trimper said, the current site
needed to be made more accu-
rate before plans were made to
expand it.

“I'm sure there is thinking
that it’s a narrow body of data
and perhaps we do need some-
thing to paint a fuller picture of
schools, (but) how do you get
this information and how will
it be fair?” she said.

“We’ve taken the position
that we have to get the current
site more accurate so that par-
ents, teachers, principals and
the community are more con-
fident about the information.”

Parents feel there is a distinct
lack of uniformity in
schools providing infor-
mation to them. While
some schools excel, oth-
ers need to lift their
game.

The Australian Par-
ents Council said,
arguably, the best way
for a parent to learn more about
a school is to talk to those at
the coal-face - the principals,
teachers and parents of other
children.

APC executive director Ian
Dalton said parents would not
get “sucked in” to relying on
websites or test results as the
sole reasoning behind selecting
a school for their children.

“But if MySchool and
NAPLAN results are used sen-
sibly and appropriately it does

give a good picture about what
schools are doing,” Mr Dalton
said.

He said the NAPLAN boycott
by union members was “acri-
monious” and would taint the
image of public schools and
public school teachers.

R Dalton says if boy-

cotts are successful,

fewer students will take
the test, thus distorting national
literacy and numeracy aver-
ages. Parents will be left with
less comprehensive bench-
marks with which to compare
their child’s results.

“If the testing doesn’t go
ahead in the Government
school sector, the value of the
data collected in the indepen-
dent sector is diminished,” Mr
Dalton said.

Regardless of who wins this
tug-of-war, parents no longer
want to be the piggy in the
middle. It's time the Govern-
ment and union put the ball in
their court and ask them what
is best for their children.
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FOOD RECALL :

BEST BEFORE DATES: 17.06.10 and 19.06.10
400gm and 1kg

Montefiore Cheese (Aust) P/L is conducting a voluntary
consumer level recall on the above products due to
contamination with the Salmonella bacteria.
Symptoms of Salmonella poisoning are vomiting, diarrhoea
and abdominal pain which persists for more than 24 hours.
Any consumers concerned about their health should seek
medical advice.
This voluntary recall applies only to the above products
with the nominated weights and best before dates. No other
Montefiore Cheese product is affected by this recall.
Consumers are asked not to consume the products and
return to place of purchase for full refund.
This recall is being undertaken to ensure the safety of our
consumers and is our ongoing commitment to maintain
the highest possible standards of food safety and product

quality at all times.
For further information please contact:

Montefiore Cheese (Aust) P/L
17 Norwich Ave, Thomastown, VIC, 3074
ph: 03 9462 6755  fax: 03 9462 6766

MONTEFIORE14-4 / 3051432
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