
 

 

 

Jennifer Clarke 

President Otago Primary Principals’ Association 

c/- Opoho Primary School 

96 Signal Hill Road 

Dunedin 9010 

 

 

Rt Hon John Key 

Prime Minister 

New Zealand 

 

1 March 2010 

 

Dear Mr Key 

At our recent Otago Primary Principals’ Association executive meeting, concerns were 
expressed about the haste of the implementation of the National Standards, that the 
standards have not been trialled in the same robust way other major curriculum initiatives 
have, and the potential damage a hastily implemented system could have on New 
Zealand’s world-renowned education system.  

Contrary to the Minister’s reported view that teachers are failing 20% of New Zealand’s 
children because they are not teaching all children to meet basic literacy and numerary 
standards, most principals and teachers work tirelessly to improve the achievement and 
progress of all students regardless of each child’s personal circumstances. Reporting and 
planning requirements that are already part of our statutory obligations, formalise the 
process of ensuring schools have accountable systems, aimed at providing the state and 
communities with evidence of ongoing organisational performance, including student 
achievement. Such provisions are surely audited by the Education Review Office and if 
found lacking would be identified as actions for the Board of Trustees to facilitate in an 
expedient way. 

Your call for innovation, improvement to service delivery and finding solutions to the 
challenging social issues that exist in our communities (National Party website) are goals 
shared by principals and teachers. It is puzzling then that your government is adopting an 
educational initiative that has been, or is being abandoned in other parts of the world 
because of its failure to provide the desired educational achievements. Hardly innovative 
as a government, and surely you want leaders in New Zealand’s educational environment, 
not aimless followers? 



For the most part since you entered office, you have provided no-nonsense responses to a 
range of situations including justifying your government’s position, its direction, or about 
the less-than-desirable developments some of your own ministers have precipitated. It is 
disappointing then to read and hear your endorsement of Minister Tolley’s inept 
management of your government’s education initiative – National Standards.  

The Rt Hon. Mrs Tolley continues to tell the public that National standards are required to 
identify the children failing to achieve as expected. This information is already available to 
her, parents, the Education Review Office and the Ministry of Education. What we need is 
more resourcing to enhance proven interventions, and research to continually seek or 
develop alternative ‘innovative’ ones. Combined with this we need ways to improve the 
social impediments that have many of our families living in disadvantaged situations that 
impact on their quality of life, including educational opportunities.  

The Rt Hon Mrs Tolley continues to take a firm stance against a trial of the standards. If 
you have such faith in the introduction of National Standards as the key to a better future 
for children in New Zealand, then there is nothing to lose and everything, including the 
commitment of the teaching fraternity, to gain from a well structured, transparent trial just 
as there has been with most important changes such as the revised NZ Curriculum, the 
NZ Curriculum Exemplars and various assessment tools. To defy the advice of our world 
renown experts in assessment would seem like a remarkably risky stance on which to 
launch such a significant initiative. 

The Rt Hon Mrs Tolley continues to tell the public that parents are not receiving plain 
English reporting about their children’s progress and achievement. Many Boards of 
Trustees and principals, as part of their self-review programme, can provide evidence that 
many parents are already getting plain English written reporting twice a year (sometimes 
more often), and this also includes ways that parents and guardians can support their 
child’s learning in and beyond school. The Education Review Office can audit these 
provisions and again, direct any school left wanting to improve its practice, and prove 
parent satisfaction. 

Just as your ministers do not always follow the rules of the party or the house even when 
you request or instruct them to do so, nor do parents always implement the agreed 
suggestions of how to support their child’s learning beyond school. This is even when the 
school has a very positive relationship with the individuals involved, and gone to great 
lengths to facilitate this to happen. It is proven that support and opportunity beyond school 
impacts significantly on achievement. 

The Rt Hon Mrs Tolley claims that she does not know how well children are achieving in 
reading, writing and maths in NZ schools. Can I recommend that you direct your minister 
to read comprehensive, detailed and trustworthy information on our children’s 
achievements from the National Education Monitoring Project. The material presented in 
these reports is affirming and encouraging of achievements in our education system, and 
is not at the mercy of moderation challenges that will present within and between schools 
using the National Standards as a means to provide the government with data about 
performance of students. The serious matter of moderation has not been addressed by the 
Minister and there are any number of alarming indicators that she should be heeding from 
overseas countries which have already embarked on (and abandoned) using National 
Standards as the means to improve and report educational achievement. Her neglect to 
recognise this is disturbing, and diminishes the integrity of the planned intervention. 

Results in TIMMS and PIRLS also provide some encouraging evidence that our education 
system and our children’s achievements are in good company on the international 
education scene. No-one disputes the ‘long-tail’ of underachievement and most work to 



improve learning for those that struggle to achieve as we would most want, yet we are also 
realists and wish we could rectify the disadvantage these children often experience – the 
disadvantage that can impact significantly on educational achievement. Most developed 
countries have similar percentages. 

The Rt Hon. Mrs Tolley is also calling for plain English reporting against the National 
Standards when the standards themselves are not expressed in plain English, many 
structured with very ‘teacher-speak’ professional language or confusing subjective 
terminology. 

Our executive urges you to reconsider the following paramount issues as you persist with 
the National Standards initiative: 

Implement a robust trial of the National Standards to prove accuracy, credibility and 
positive impact on student achievement; 

Ensure there is no school ranking lists; ( as in Finland – reputedly one of the best 
education systems that achieves excellence and where there is no school ranking lists) 

If we must be ‘followers’ surely looking to the best in the world is a smart move however 
we must then reveal to New Zealanders that Finland’s education is free to higher university 
level, teacher aides for Special Needs students are state funded, parents need only 
receive one written report ( and according to a Finnish family in my school, contains far 
less information than our current reporting), and where children receive a state funded 
meal every day, to mention but a few significant variables. 

Principals and teachers can work much more confidently with this initiative if these two 
issues are addressed therefore I look forward to your consideration of an insightful review 
of the implementation of National Standards. 

 

Yours faithfully 

 

Jennifer Clarke 

President - Otago Primary Principals’ Association 

 

  


