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2 What I did!   
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Chapter 1 Background   National Standards. My Starting position. 
 
Firstly, I should acknowledge that it is my opinion, the greatest benefit of a 
sabbatical, is the time away from the management responsibility of a school, rather 
than the intended topic of study. In other words  what “you do” in addition to your 
topic of study is actually more important than the topic itself. This view was 
reinforced, when my original application for a sabbatical  of National Standards was 
not initially accepted placing me 101/143 applications. (I was No.1 on the waiting 
list.) I took it from this lowly placing that my topic was not seen as groundbreaking 
or indeed highly valued. (Perhaps due to my application, or maybe to do with the 
ongoing nature of the present debate.) 
 
Whatever the reasons, I embarked on my study with interest and a genuine  attempt to 
gain some greater clarity, but am aware that this is part of a Journey and not a 
destination, and will be something that I will still be dealing with in two years time. I 
do see it as a watershed issue, and perhaps where politicial and idealogical “lines in 
the sand’ have been drawn. As such, Educational Historians will have years to place 
this issue and the educational debates in a broader context. Suffice for me to merely 
share a short journey. (Well actually, over 20,000 kilometres.) 
 
Professional Background: 
When the National Standards were being introduced, I was the “Immediate Past 
President” of the Canterbury Primary Principals Association having served as 
President in 2008/2009 member. As an executive we debated the merits of the policy 
both in Political and Practical terms.  
 
I was, at times, a lone voice in my support for the Standards, both philosophically and 
practically.  
  
Philosophically I believe the autonomy of schools in our present system is too great 
and more  central co-ordination would be helpful to the whole system. 
 
 Practically I see a need for greater support guidelines helping teachers interpret what 
I see as a woolly and open ended curriculum, which offers little help, support or 
guidance to the “average” teacher or principal.  
 
In both of these views I stand apart from many of my colleagues. 
I include here an edited version of a speech I presented to the CPPA as the baseline 
for my subsequent conclusions.  

 
 
 



My baseline starting position (Before the sabbatical) 
In summary this is what I think other  Principals think! 

1 We don’t support National Standards. (But do support standards) 
2 We believe that reporting to our own parents on school is important, and that 

present reporting systems are meeting the communities needs. 
3 We have confidence in the quality of teaching of core curriculum already in 

our school system. (Well placed in PIRLS and TIMMS Reports relative to 
OECD figures.)  

4 We believe that implementing the New School Curriculum should be school’s 
priority in 2010. (And a focus on National Standards will narrow the 
curriculum.) 

5 The multitude of issues relating to implementing a national standards system 
are such that without a trial, we can never hope to have the level of accuracy 
a standard implies. 

6 Inaccurately reporting student performance on high stakes National 
assessment will unfairly affect large numbers of students and a significant 
number of schools.  

7 Finally  we believe that National  Standards are but as Trojan horse. A way to 
get League Tables,  performance pay,  voucher systems. Winner and loser 
schools. An attempt to undermine teachers and the Union.  

 
In brief, this was my response to these ideas. 
1         National Standards (not local benchmarks) are a good thing for Teachers,  parents,  

principals and students.  (They should’ve been a part of our curriculum.)  
2         Reporting to parents in plain language  is a good thing that can only enhance 

teaching, learning and parent teacher partnerships. (We should already be doing it but 
many aren’t.) 

3 There are issues with the quality of teaching in core curriculum. (See ERO review Yr 
1 and 2 teaching.) 

4 The Revised Curriculum so welcomed by the teaching profession, is in part an 
experiment in social engineering. (Designed for equity not quality.) 

5 I agree that a system of moderating assessment is a huge challenge  and a trial is 
necessary. (But why didn’t this happen before? Moderation of teacher assessment of 
student performance has been an ongoing issue in curriculum delivery.) 

6 Inaccurate reporting of the standards will be a problem, (but it exists in our system 
already. This just now makes it transparent.) 

7) And finally I agree this is a trojan horse. (But it is already in.)  
 We left the door open when we allowed the New Zealand Curriculum to be published 

without benchmarks, standards or expectations stated as outputs. The error of the Lefts...  
is to the gain of the Right. 

 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 2: 
How did I explore this issue?  I attempted a two-pronged attack.  
a)  I wanted to know what Principals really thought. 
b)  I wanted to see if the rhetoric relating to “National Testing” and “League 

Tables” really mattered. (Hence my Trip to England and Scotland) 
 
Chapter 2a)  Principal’s Voice From Questionnaire’s  April 2011 
Before going any further, I would like to point out that this is not, and is not 
intended to be a scientific and academically valid questionnaire. My intention 
was to get a group of principals who would be willing to engage in a discussion 
and sharing of their thinking in regards to the National Standards. For this 
reason I deliberately chose to distribute questionnaires at two National 
Standards discussion Groups. 
 

1   Lester Flockton Seminar , held at the Russley Golf Club on  
     Thurs 7th April 2011 
2 North Canterbury Principals Association  April 15th  (Rangiora  RSA)   
     Friday 2011 

 
In total 22 questionnaires were completed, giving a perspective on National 
Standards from a group of Principals who have made some effort to engage 
with the documents, and are at least willing to look for a system that is 
manageable. 
 
 
FINDINGS FROM PRINCIPAL 
Questionnare and Survey 
The following is a summary of the  findings from my Questionnaires and 
Interviews. Both positives and negatives were identified, but overall there was 
greater emphasis on the negative aspects of the Standards.  
 
Collectively they represent a lack of faith in the intention of the policy, 
(Government playing politics) a lack of confidence in the implementation system 
(Big Questions of the Ministry in Developing the Standards),  a fear that they will 
negatively impact on the self-esteem and confidence of at-risk students, a fear that 
data will be used inappropriately by “officials” to label schools and enforce 
unnecessary accountability measures. Finally there is a sense that these standards 
represent an attack on the autonomy of self-managing schools, a model well 
entrenched in the school sytem we all operate under. 
  
 
 



Main negative issues with the National Standards 
1)   They are politically motivated and not driven by educational outcomes 
2)   They  are untested and with  limited  validity and reliability 
3) They have been poorly supported by  Ministry Prof Development 
4) They are being completed  for compliance reasons only 
5) They risk labelling children unnecessarily and at early age 
6) They are already different things in different schools. 
7) They have little support from Educationalists in New Zealand 
8)       They have the potential to lead to league tables and the ensuing 

difficulties that would cause 
 
There were however some positive findings, which probably reflects the fact that 
the twenty two who completed the survey, were canvassed from groups attempting 
to implement them in their schools. (I would suspect they had a more positive 
outlook than a full cross-section of Principals across New Zealand.) The most 
positive aspect of the standards was the recogniton that the class-room teachers 
“Overall Teacher Judgement” is the corner-stone of the assessment. This was 
viewed very positively by all Principals and one aspect of the standards that 
should be retained in any revision.  The other strongly positive aspect has been the 
opportunity to focus the school staff on the core curriculum and 
developing/refining  internal systems  of moderation. 
 
Identified Positives 

1)     Formal recognition and value  of OTJ  (Overall Teacher Judgement) 
2) Increased focus on deliberate acts of teaching 
3) Allowed staff focus on assessment /reporting and learning progressions 
4) Increased attention on moderation and consistency 
5) Established school based standards 

 
A little bit of number crunching 
1) 60% of principals do not believe that the National Standards will have a 

positive impact on Teaching and Learning in the classrooms in their 
school. Only 1/22 (5%) saw any possibility of this occurring. 

 
2) Teachers are equally split in their commitment to implementing the 

standards. (32% both agreeing  and disagreeing.)  Most principals who 
had staff engagement tended to explain this in regards to compliance. 
“Making the best of a bad situation.”  Engagement in this respect is 
actually compliance. (A forced surrender, but not a victory over hearts 
and minds.) 

 
  



3) Most principals (50%) are unsure of the understanding, or support for 
National Standards amongst their parent community. (Of those who 
expressed and opinion, 32% of parents were against the standards as 
opposed to 18% in favour.) 

 
4)  Most Principals had BOT (55%) who were committed to implementing the 

standards. This probably explains to some degree why the Principal were 
in attendance at the workshops I attended. I am unsure how accurately 
this reflects the wider Primary School sector. 

 
5)  There is almost a 50/50 split between those who have made implementing 

the standards a priority for 2011 and those who haven’t. 
 
6)  There is strong support for the NZEI/NZPF stance, with 78% agreeing or 

strongly agreeing. (22% were undecided.) Nobody expressed 
disagreement.  (This is quite significant, as the group answering the 
questionnaire were those that have engaged to some level with the 
standards. I would expect a National Survey to be even more positive in 
supporting the stands of these organisations.) 

 
QUESTIONNAIRE SUMMARY:   
(Stating the bleeding obvious, but it needs to be done.) 
The standards have been rushed into schools with very little consultation 
between the Ministry and the wider educational sector. There is very little 
confidence within the profession that the National Standards, as written, will 
contribute anything at all to the quality of Teaching (and therefore learning in 
our schools.) 
 
The schools that have engaged with the standards have largely done so, to fulfil 
compliance mandates often coming from the Board of Trustees. There are no 
schools in this survey, and very few Nationally who have embraced National 
Standards as a positive Educational Initiative. 
 
There is a deep suspicion within the profession that the introduction of the 
National Standards has been largely for political and not educational outcomes.  
 
In short, the principals surveyed believe....National Standards have been 
imposed on schools with limited consultation. They do very little to help resolve 
the issues of underachievement, but greatly increase the workload for teachers, 
principals and Boards, wasting valuable professional time. They are poorly 
understood and the professional development that has been offered has been 
ineffective.   



 
 

Ultimately schools have been forced to do their own professional development 
often initiated by the Principal and senior management teams. This has lead to 
some degree of local ownership, but has also lead to a wide degree of variation 
both in the rewriting of the standards and the final reports between schools. (In 
effect we have developed revised “school based standards, not national 
standards.”) 
 
 

My reflection (What does this mean to my thinking???) 
The findings of my Questionnaire reinforce how far removed from the average 
Principals opinions I am with a resounding negative response from the twenty plus 
questionnaire responses I received, and from the subsequent six interviews I 
conducted. 
 
It is clear to me that the opposition to the standards, while muddied by the political 
discussions on both sides of the political debate (both the Government and the 
Teacher Union/Principal Associations) is almost unanimous amongst the teaching 
profession. 
 
The results are very consistent and a challenge to anyone trying to implement a 
system of National Standards. 
 
 
Chapter 2b)  The rhetoric relating to “National Testing” and “League 
Tables” really mattered. (Hence my Trip to England and Scotland) 
The second part of my sabbatical was focused on “the overseas” experience. In 
this I chose to visit three schools in the United Kingdom to get  first hand 
experience of what school principals thought of  working in a “Testing and 
Reporting Educational system.”  I suppose in essence I wanted to know. “Is it 
really all Gloom and Doom?” 
 
School Selection:  
The process of selecting  schools was somewhat arbitrary. With so many schools 
in so many areas, I needed a way to narrow my search. The issue was resolved by 
my wife, who managed to secure an apartment for us (through family 
connections) in Brighton, England. This ensured that the England schools would 
all be in South of England. Another obliging relative meant a school in Glasgow 
was also necessary. 
 
 
 



Finally, having thoroughly enjoyed watching the TV series “Poldark” and with a 
desire to see “The Eden Project” I decided schools in Cornwall needed to be 
targeted.  
 
With that decided, I then went onto the internet, and looked at League Tables. (As 
produced by The Local Education authority.) I selected a number of schools from 
this list, focusing on well performing schools, but not the BEST. I selected 20 
schools. 
 
I researched each school’s website to see what they offered. I looked at their 
Ofstead reports and developed a file. I sent off  e-mails introducing myself  and 
asking if they would be available for a visit. I received 14 replies. Eight schools  
were willing to host me. This was eventually reduced to six. In reality only five 
schools were visited.  
 
This was not an entirely random process, but the selection of schools and 
Principals I chose to visitwas based on their reputation, their web-sites, and  the 
willingness of the school Principal to talk. 
 
Method: 
I visited each school for a morning. I was given a tour by the Principal in four 
schools and by the students in another. I then spoke at great length with 
Principals, an ICT Lead teacher and in two other schools I spoke to the Deputy 
Principal. 
 
I was given permission to “video”  all of the interviews. They make compelling 
viewing and have been shared with my school staff, the Fernside School Board 
of Trustees and the North Cantebury Primary Principals Association.  The 
following pages summarise the findings of these visits. 



 



 
 
 



      My final thoughts 
The National Standards were introduced to New Zealand schools in 2010 at great 
speed with little consultation. They represent, to most educators a “U-Turn” in 
direction for school curriculum reform and a block on further curriculum 
initiatives focused on individualized learning, (personalized learning.) They are 
also seen as  a direct challenge to the Autonomy of Schools (Boards of Trustees 
and Principals) to manage the direction of their own schools. (A challenge to the 
self-management system all have worked on/in during the last 20 years.) 
 
They are seen as a backward step focused on accountability.  The Implementation 
has hit a major obstacle in the level of opposition it has received from Principals 
and Teachers throughout the country. While much of this can be put down to very 
cohesive and effective Teacher Unions, (something the Government has been very 
effective at promoting) it is as much to do with  the “Moral imperative of school 
leadership  (Michael Fullan.)  There is a genuine feeling that implementing the 
National Standards, in the form they have been delivered to schools, will 
inevitably lead to a damaging educational environment and a negative learning 
environment for students. To a vast majority of school leaders this is a trade-off 
between, on one hand  following Government policy, or on the other doing “what 
is right for children.” 
 
Major Finding of my Sabbatical 

1 The clash between Government Policy and Educators was predictable. The 
Policy is a major “U-Turn” on Education direction in the last decade. 

2 The opposition to the Policy and Implementation is real and is based on the 
“Moral conviction of Principals” that this policy is a step-back in 
educational reform and will damage students and school communities. 

3 The implementation has been rushed and this has alienated a large number 
of educators who could see merit in the development of standards. 

4   The standards are strongly opposed, because they represent a loss of 
individual school autonomy. 

5  There are potential positives in a system of National Benchmarks and 
Progressions but the Profession need to be in a real partnership with the 
Ministry in developing and implementing these. 

6 *** A system of National Testing should be avoided at all cost. It is 
demoralising and takes the focus off and learning, and onto narrow results 

7 *** League Tables need to be avoided at all cost. They are a massive 
distraction to Teaching and Learning. They add little to Educational 
debates and distract teachers and Principals from their core roles. 
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