
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2 December 2009 
 
Dear Principal 
 
By now, you and your staff will have no doubt had an opportunity to look at the National Standards in Literacy and 
Numeracy resources. 
 
These have brought with them widespread controversy about a number of aspects. As a result, NZEI hosted a National 
Standards Forum in Wellington on 19 November to discuss the challenges presented by this policy.  
 
One of the outcomes was a collaborative letter written by academics Professor John Hattie, Professor Martin Thrupp, 
Emeritus Professor Lester Flockton and Professor Terry Crooks to the Minister warning her of the potential risks from a 
range of angles. This article created a challenge which Minister Anne Tolley has discounted without giving any 
evidence to support the claim that these National Standards will add value to the work that schools are doing to raise 
student achievement in literacy and numeracy. Key statements in the letter are: 
 

“Minister, in our view the flaws in the new system are so serious that full implementation of the intended 
National Standards system over the next three years is unlikely to be successful. It will not achieve intended 
goals and is likely to lead to dangerous side effects.” 

 
“Minister, you are aware the international record on the effects of national testing is damning. We recognise the 
intended National Standards are not national tests, but our understanding of why national testing has such 
adverse effects convinces us that the intended National Standards system will suffer most of the same 
problems.” 

 
A second outcome of the forum was an action plan agreed by all of the national principals’ groups and the IHC (url via 
NZEI/NZPF sites asap) which was discussed with the Minister last week. It included initiating a trial to test the 
standards and their impact on student achievement. The Minister was emphatic that there would be no trial and that - 
regardless of the issues raised by the academics and practitioners in schools – she would insist that National 
Standards would be implemented.  
 
The question remains an ethical one. Should schools take a risk on an untested, hastily constructed set of national 
standards? Alternatively should self-managing schools and their boards make decisions about what is best given their 
knowledge of where student achievement sits in their school – based on the evidence?  
 
It is a question of some importance that we need to face up to. Should we place a whole system at potential risk when 
we can already identify the students who are not achieving? Given that schools can identify students who need more 
assistance to achieve at national norms, should we not apply what limited resources we have to improve outcomes for 
this group?  
 
So where to from here?  
 

 Continue discussions with your board and staff around the ramifications of this policy for your school – there 
are a number of links from NZPF flyers, NZEI’s web based material, the standards themselves and other 
source material.  

 

 Has your board written to NZSTA to let them know your views on the National Standards policy and its 
implication for your students? 

 

 Should professional staff and/or the board, collectively and/or individually, wish to share an opinion with those 
who are working hard to effect a re-think, then encourage them so to do. (CC to NZSTA, NZPF, NZEI, Prime 
Minister, Minister, local MPs, letters to the editor etc) 

 

http://www.nzei.org.nz/site/nzeite/files/misc%20documents/Academics%27%20Open%20Letter%20to%20Hon%20Anne%20Tolley.pdf
http://www.nzei.org.nz/site/nzeite/files/principals/NS%20Plan%20of%20Action%20Vs%202doc.pdf


 Consider sharing a short statement of the issues with the community to give them the opportunity to be 
informed around national standards. 

 
In 2010, the debate needs to continue. The professional/practitioner voice must be part of this on going dialogue.  
 
Meanwhile, thank you all for your work this year on behalf of students and the community in which you work. Best 
wishes to you and your family, have a safe and happy Christmas and New Year. 
 
Ernie Buutveld Frances Nelson     
NZPF National President NZEI Te Riu Roa National President  
 Te Manukura 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
CC (Please)  BoT Chairperson  
 
 


