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Some (moral) reflections on the National
Standards Debate

Kia ora tatou, talofa lava, malo e
lelei, greetings.

This debate has raged on now for some
months, gathering intensity especially in
the past month. It's the kind of debate
that calls for people or groups to take
sides. However, the emotional heat that
it has created makes taking sides a
matter of some difficulty without losing
perspective or becoming subjective or
biased about the side one chooses.

As a general point, there are two
intractable positions which create some
moral problems for anyone with an
interest in this debate. On one side is
the government, which has made this
issue something of a political crusade. It
drew a very deep line in the sand by
making a pledge before the last election.

Therefore it becomes morally imperative
that it sticks to its plan. After, all, if it
backed off, the opposition and media
would soon be howling flip-flop’ and
accusing the government of dishonesty
or not sticking to its word.

On the other side are the NZEI and
NZPF who have also taken up the issue
with some moral zeal. Having committed
to an oppositional strategy, they too
have to stick with a position they believe

is in support of students and learning.

However, the debate has become a
‘zero-sum game’ that is, one that has
winners and losers. Whichever side
wins demands that the other side loses.

For example, the Ministry of Education
is required to do the bidding of the
government of the day, regardless of
the political convictions of its
bureaucrats. This means that it has
gone about the business of putting the
National Standards in place, and
organising the ‘training’ that will be
‘rolled out’ to schools.

It is likely that many of these officials
and the various training facilitators will
not have the heart or motivation to
support the Standards, but are required
to present a supportive face. The way
to put up with this hypocrisy is to ‘shut
up or ship out’.

The moral fall-out took an unexpected
turn when an irritated Lorraine Kerr, the
President of the NZ School Trustees
Association, entered the fray. Simply
put, her view is:

e that the Principal's Federation and

the primary teachers' union, NZEI, are
misrepresenting the issues

e that parents have a right to the
kind of information the National-led
government is hoping will emerge from
reporting against national standards

e that Boards should not forget their
legal obligations to the Crown (which
includes implementing lawful policies
that pertain to the schools governed by

Boards).

e Finally, that the two opposing
professional bodies are in danger of
losing credibility for themselves and
their members with parents and Boards
(hence the irritation referred to).

This challenging position comes as a
disappointment to some, and has the
negative potential to pit Principals
against their Boards.

Teachers too, are technically required
to be loyal to the government of the day
(see the Nov 2009 Newsletter). As
professionals, however, teachers
should have the ability to speak out,
either as individuals or as a group.

In speaking out AGAINST the
Standards, teachers risk getting
themselves off-sides with the
government, the Ministry of Education
AND (perhaps most importantly) with
large sections of the parent body.

In speaking out FOR the Standards,
teachers run the risk of alienating some
of their colleagues, and the union.
Indeed, in the latter case, many
teachers may prefer the option of
saying nothing and getting on quietly
with their work — is this a defensible
moral position to take?

Other moral dilemmas exist for specific
individuals like Prof. John Hattie, who
has variously been paraded by the
government as its inspiration for
National Standards and pilloried by
Principals who believe him to be a sell-
out. Caught in the middle, he has tried
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to reclaim some moral high ground, by
BOTH criticising National Standards AND
attempting to ensure their implementation

in a way that will be positive for students.
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Finally, and perhaps most sadly, all the

adults seem have taken their argument so _ _
seriously that they have forgotten the Jan - Feb 2010 Jan - Feb 2010

students (as expected, all sides say that

they are arguing on behalf of the Business Activity Client Schools
students). Both sides of course have
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convince the other that their respective
positions have merit. Nor, it seems, is
either side willing to listen to the other.
Perhaps the ‘Hattie solution’ is the best ‘Learning to Learn’
moral way forward: rather to be the boy
standing inside the tent looking out than
the one outside looking in. That way, one
can act to be a positive influence that
benefits the students.
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Mockingbird Education Management Consultants has been established to provide high quality professional advice, service and
support to New Zealand schools.
It is a consultancy based on:

® Trust
e Quality

®  Professionalism
Mockingbird understands that:

e  Principals and Senior Managers are busy professionals
e  Middle Managers need support and guidance

e Schools have to achieve results
Therefore, Mockingbird will work closely with you to identify the advice, service or support you require and how best to
deliver that to you, your senior managers, staff or school community.




