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Parents raise

literacy alarm

BASIC

SKILL

ALERI

LAUREN NOVAK
EDUCATION REPORTER

PARENTS are raising “serious ques-
tions” about school students’ basic lit-
eracy levels because they say too many
are failing simple national tests.

The concerns have been raised after the
state’s peak school parent group viewed
examples of tests given to students around
the country earlier this year.

Parents have described questions put to
Year 9 students as “primary school standard”
and want a review of the curriculum follow-
ing South Australia’s average results in the
national literacy and numeracy tests.

But primary principals want the curriculum
further simplified while teachers and the
Education Department have defended what
is being taught in schools.

The South Australian Association of State
School Organisations, which represents the
parents of about 90 per cent of state school
students, said the test results were more
worrying in light of the “not challenging”
questions.

“If this is the level of question, you've got
to wonder why anybody would fail to meet
the minimum standard,” association director
David Knuckey said.

“Exactly where are the 20 per cent who
have just met the minimum standards?

“It raises serious questions about the basic
literacy levels of our high school students (in
particular).”

Other parents Mr Knuckey spoke to said
they remembered more difficult testing when
they were at school.
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The Australian Primary Princi-
pals Association wants guidelines
for teachers simplified when a
national curriculum is developed.

President Leonie Trimper said
the primary curriculum “is far too
crowded”.

In May, about 80,000 South Aus-
tralian students in Years 3, 5, 7 and
9 took part in the first national
uniform testing of school students.

The results, released last month,
show up to 10.5 per cent of students
failed to meet the minimum na-
tional benchmarks and up to 21.8
per cent just made the grade.

SA students recorded scores be-
low the national average in 15 of
20 categories and the state also had
the highest proportion of students
allowed to miss the test.

South Australian English
Teachers Association president
Alison Robertson said the stan-
dardised tests covered “a very
narrow part of the curriculum”.

Flinders University senior lec-
turer in education Lyn Wilkinson
agreed “more is being taught than
is being tested” and felt most
children were challenged further
in class.

“This (test) is really where you

YEAR 7 SPELLING
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expect all Year 9 and all Year 7
kids to be. If they’re not then
there’s cause for concern,” said the
specialist in basic skills testing.
Education Department chief
executive Chris Robinson disputed
the bar was set too low. “We don’t
believe that it’s the curriculum
that’s deficient,” Mr Robinson said.

“The tests are designed by ex-
perts to work out what students
should be able to do at their year
level. The parents, with all due
respect, may not be in the best
position to judge what the stan-
dard of the test is.”

Mr Robinson said the depart-
ment continually reviewed the
curriculum.

The federal Education Depart-
ment said the national tests were
devised by state and federal gov-
ernments, the non-government
sector and independent experts.

State Education Minister Jane
Lomax-Smith yesterday said she
expected this group “will use feed-
back to improve the tests in future
years”.

‘in good
hands’

YEAR 9 English teacher Mel
Watt says parents should be
confident their children are get-
ting the best education.

Ms Watt, who teaches at
Pulteney Grammar School in
the city, said the literacy and
numeracy tests were “reflective
of what’s taught in schools”.

However, she stressed teach-
ers did not confine their teach-
ing to what was in the test
outlines but also covered
broader and more challenging
topics.

“I think what we’re doing in
schools is we’re noticing that
there are some problems with
literacy and we’ve really tackled
them and taken them on board,”
she said.

“They shouldn’t need to be
taught (just) what’s going to be
in the tests, students need to be
able to transfer their knowledge
to different contexts.”

Ms Watt said schools were
making curriculum outlines
available to concerned parents.

“I really think the kids are in
good hands,” she said.
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Do schools need to raise
the bar on literacy?

At the time the results were
released, Dr Lomax-Smith prom-
ised a raft of initiatives including
intervention plans for every stu-
dent who did not meet the mini-
mum standards and coaches for
principals and teachers at 32 of the
state’s most disadvantaged schools
as part of a federally funded, $4
million two-year trial.

Opposition Education spokes-
man David Pisoni expected more
children to score better, consider-
ing the standard of testing.

“I certainly wouldn’t say they
(the questions) were difficult, if
you were an average child you
would have got about 90 per cent
(correct),” he said.

“If there are children that didn’t
meet the national benchmark, es-
pecially at Year 7 and 9 level, we’ve
got to ask questions of the edu-
cation system.”
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Our Business Transaction Account is perfect for your business. It gives you easy
access to cash, a pre-approved $500 overdraft facility and hundreds of transactions
per month, for a low flat monthly fee. On top of that, you have the ability to switch
any excess funds quickly and easily into a high-interest account. Create better cash
flow with the Business Transaction Account. It’s the key to a successful business.

To get a Business Transaction Account today,
please visit any branch, commbank.com.au/cashflow
or call 1800 020 631 for more information.

Important information: Terms and conditions issued by Commonwealth Bank of Australia are available on request. You should consider whether or not this product is appropriate for you. Fee covers 300 Commonwealth Bank electronic and

30 cheque/staff-assisted transactions per month. Commonwealth Bank of Australia ABN 48 123 123 124. CBANK-246C-R
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