
The children of 
New Zealand look to us
These are difficult, challenging times.

The Government has passed National Standards into 
law, despite our heartfelt and deep-seated objection to 
what we see as fundamental flaws in this legislation.

However, we must look beyond the confrontations of the past few 
months at what we really want to achieve and the best way 
to do that.

Political parties rise and fall. Ministers come and go. But we stay. 
As schools, educators and principals, we are here for the long haul.

Our vision is for the best for the children who come to us. 
For the parents and other caregivers who entrust them to us 
every day. For the communities in which they, and we, all play 
an important role.

The children of New Zealand look to us. As the people who walk 
through the school gates each day, we have a vital role to play in our 
country’s future.

But that comes with responsibilities. From the day-to-day issues that 
constitute so much of school life to the big questions about what 
happens tomorrow and the best outcomes for us, and ultimately, 
our children.

That is why we have had such concerns about National Standards.

Perhaps we have talked too much about the detail of our objections, 
thinking that rational arguments will win the day. They have not. Yet 
no one can question why we have been so vocal.

There can be no doubt whatsoever that as a professional group, and 
as individuals, we want the best future for the young people of our 
country. That, after all, is why we are here. This passion also urges 
us to stand up and question whether things are right.

We still believe that National Standards are fundamentally 
flawed as they stand. 

Yet the best path forward now has to be one of consultation 
and negotiation. We must try to work with the Government 
to address the most pressing concerns about data validity and 
data safety, and the whole issue of league tables.

Our way forward is to try to advocate for the most necessary 
changes, but to do so with our vision for the future strongly 
in front of us and a determination to stay true to what we believe.

We are doing this for the right reasons, for our children...



We’ve reviewed some of the evidence over the past 
couple of months, and here’s what we’ve found:

 We want to ensure that National Standards are only used inside schools to enhance   
 teaching and learning and to improve formative assessment practices.

 If National Standards are used inside schools to reflect on practice and to identify at   
 risk learners, and their next steps for learning, they can enhance learning in schools.

 Many of the tools are not aligned to the standards, or even the National Curriculum.

 Gaining consistency across the whole country through a newmoderation process which  
 currently doesn’t exist will be hugely problematic.

 The speed and experimental nature of the implementation could become a huge risk.

 The development of resources to support the standards is a work in progress with
 changes happening all the time – and this means it is difficult for schools to respond   
 because the ground keeps shifting.

 There is currently no buy-in from all schools.

 There is a risk of simplistic adoption, and over-reliance on certain tests.

 Schools will be working in isolation, with different levels of understanding. 

 Of most concern are issues around data validity and data safety ... and this is where we   
 have been doing work behind the scenes. We will try to talk to the Government about what  
 we see as possible solutions for some of the more troubling aspects, suggesting adjustments to  
 make National Standards more workable.

We are not arguing about the ideal of a 
better education system, of giving our 
children, in the words of the Prime Minister, 
“the very best educational opportunities” 
... but we have very real, practical concerns 
about how National Standards will operate 
and the potential damage they could do to 
our schools and our children. We are not 
alone in this position but are determined to 
keep working at making a difference.

While there has not been a lot of consultation 
until now, we are keen to find ways to 

address those misgivings and move forward 
in a positive way for the sake of our schools 
and our children...

National Standards were passed into law on 
19 December 2008. They are in our schools.

Where to next?
Given all the variables and the situation we find ourselves in as a profession, we believe 
that the most effective use of NZPF resource and money is to try to get changes to the 
implementation of National Standards that will limit the damage that they could cause and 
to maximise the opportunities they may offer. 

We have to stay focused on the bigger picture and what we want to achieve.

What we are asking of government...
We have asked the Government to meet 
with us to discuss what we see as partial 
solutions to some of the more vexing issues. 
We have been working internally to try to 
be proactive, understanding that, whether 
we like it or not, National Standards are 
here and the best option is to try to make 
them work as well as they can, limiting the 
damage to our schools and our children. 
This is about rolling our sleeves up and 
addressing the areas where we see flaws, 
looking for ways forward.

If this does not succeed and we cannot 
achieve something that can work in our 
schools, we will need to fall back to a more 
dogmatic position.

 

However, despite the fact that our 
relationship with the Government has 
become strained as a result of strongly held 
and opposing views on the National Standards, 
now is the time to try to work together.

There is no other way forward at this time. 
Continued battling would be bad for the 
children with whom we are most concerned.

Although we have been frustrated with 
the format of the National Standards,we 
ultimately have the same goal of enhancing 
the education of the children of New Zealand.

School principals are committed to ongoing 
self-review and evidence based practice 
and can see that National Standards could 
build this culture if used inside schools for 
formative purposes.

 We recognise that the relationship between NZPF and its members and the Government
 could not help but become strained as a result of each of us having strongly opposing 
 views on National Standards.

 NZPF’s priority has always been, and remains, its primary and intermediate children.

 We believe that it is in the best interests of these children for their Principals and the   
 Government to sit down together and engage in meaningful discussion on the issues 
 of National Standards, and then to work through these issues to find a positive 
 solution for all.

This is what we’ll be saying to the Minister....
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What this means for Principals 
and Boards of Trustees.
The strongest, most strategic voice for Principals is 
not always at a national level. NZPF can sometimes 
be seen as being removed from the classroom and the 
playground and, quite unfairly, as more concerned 
about things other than the future of our schools and 
our children.

Our best advocates on this issue, at this time, are 
our Principals. Our members are our voice to the 
local community.

The best role for NZPF at this time is to work 
with Government and at a higher level to try to 
facilitate change, while trying to provide the support, 
information and materials you will need in limiting the 
potential fallout from National Standards.

NZPF believes that if National Standards are to be 
used to inform comparisons between schools and 
teachers this will impact negatively on children. 
A broad and rich curriculum will deliver the best 
outcomes for children, and an undue focus on narrow 
assessments will threaten that richness. Children need 
teachers who are creative and passionate, who identify 
the teachable moment and use it. National Standards 
raises the stakes and teachers will respond by focusing 
their teaching on what’s being measured.

The Standards do not recognize the very real learning 
issues that slow children’s learning, such as dyslexia, 
dyspraxia, and autism. These children risk being 
marginalized just when schools were recognizing new 
teaching strategies that worked.

National Standards will be no cure-all for poverty 
and disadvantage.

This is the time for Principals to work with Boards 
of Trustee to educate them about the most damaging 
aspects of National Standards, and to plan how you 
can limit any damage in your community. One of 
the most important ways of doing this is to fight the 
misinformation about National Standards. We need to 
send clear messages to our communities that National 
Standards tell only part of the story about schools and 
children, that they need to be seen in context, and that 
we all have a role to play in keeping the rich diversity of 
schools alive and well.

You’ll also need to discuss with your Board of Trustees 
what you would be prepared to do, as a school, should 
we not be able to secure the changes we need.

National Standards don’t give you 
the big picture.
They can be a guide, but they don’t 
tell you everything you need to know.
It’s like trying to make a rainbow 
out of just three colours.
You need more information to see how 
your school and your child is doing.
It’s also not that easy, or accurate, to 
make simple comparisons. Life would 
be wonderful if it was all that easy. 


