Research Brief

05

Australian public opinion about
NAPLAN: Damned if you do, damned
if you don't

Professor Jihyun Lee,
Dr Jung-Sook Lee,
Dr Neville J. Ellis, Jodi Lawton




Research Brief

Research
Brief

What is the problem?

The National Assessment Program for Literacy and
Numeracy (NAPLAN) was implemented in 2008 to assess
and monitor literacy and numeracy capabilities of Years
3, 5,7, and 9 students across all states and territories in
Australia. NAPLAN has generated contentious debates
about educational outcomes and school accountability
issues in Australia. Criticisms surrounding NAPLAN have
been widely known as reported in print media (e.g., Reid,
2020), academic book chapters (e.g., Cumming et al.,
2016), journal articles (e.g., Hardy, 2014; Klenowski &
Wyatt-Smith, 2012), trade journals (Zadkovich, 2017), and
reports commissioned by various teacher unions (e.g.,
Canvass Strategic Opinion Research, 2013).

Dominant themes in NAPLAN's criticism are: it narrows
the curriculum; its main purpose is unclear (Brady,
2013); it has negative impact on students’ and teachers’
wellbeing (Canvass Strategic Opinion Research, 2013);
school-level performance data are available in the public
domain (Cumming et al., 2018); and there has not been
clear communication from the government about its
intended use (McGaw et al., 2020).

In spite of detailed and widely known criticisms of

NAPLAN, there has been relative lack of attention to

the reasons why such criticisms have arisen and the

characteristics of those who voiced negative or positive

opinions about NAPLAN. Therefore, our project aimed to

deliver:

1. Theoretical accounts of the mechanisms underlying
the formation of the public’s views and opinions about
NAPLAN

2. Assessment of the perceptions and opinions of
the Australian public (not teaching profession or
academics) about the nature and core functions of
NAPLAN

3. Identification of sub-populations of people who may
feel particularly negative or positive about NAPLAN
testing.

What we did about it

Four data were analysed: two sets of primary data
(listed 1 and 2 below) and additional two sets of
secondary data (listed 3 and 4 below). From each
source, both qualitative and quantitative information
was analysed.

1. Online survey [Qualitative]: An online survey
containing a question ‘What is your view
of NAPLAN?' was distributed to technical,
administrative, and academic staff working at
UNSW (N = 89). The survey link was open for
about one week in June 2019.

2. Online survey [Quantitative Section]: Eleven
statements (with Likert-type response
categories) were created and administered
to 1,328 adult residents of New South Wales
(aged between 18 and 60, Mean age = 40).
[Qualitative Section]: One open-ended question
“Anything else you want to say about NAPLAN"
was also presented to illicit free-form qualitative
responses. Quota sampling was employed based
on age, gender, education, income, and region.

3. ‘The NAPLAN Review Final Report’ (McGaw et
al., 2020) was commissioned by Ministers of
Education in NSW, Victoria, Queensland, and the
ACT. It was written by three prominent Australian
researchers. Respondents’ quotes included in the
Report were re-analysed for the purpose of our
project.

4. ‘The NAPLAN Reporting Review’ (Louden, 2019)
was prepared for the Council of Australian
Governments (COAG) by Education Services
Australia. This research was conducted by
Professor William Louden and was based on the
data collected from focus group interviews and
a survey of school leaders (N = 29), teachers
(N =51), and parents (N = 37). We carried out
secondary analysis of the direct quotes from this
report.
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What we found

Our thematic analysis of the qualitative data
across the four data sources has suggested 21
codes, 8 sub-themes and 3 main themes. The three
main themes are aligned with what is known as
Incentive, Interpretative, and Institutional Effects

in the literature on policy feedback and change
(e.g., Atkinson, 1995; Busemeyer, 2012; Busemeyer
& Garritzmann, 2017; Jacobs & Weaver, 2015;
Marshall, 1950; Pierson, 1993; Svallfors, 2012).

Theme Subtheme

Code

Incentive Effect Useful Information

Information to identify areas for improvement
Information for parents

NAPLAN as one of multiple datasets
Motivational tool

Information for school improvement

Comparative Information

Providing in-depth data
National barometer
Assessing school quality

No Benefits

Not much new information from NAPLAN
No benefits to educational outcomes

Interpretative
Effect

Negative Impact on Education

Distraction from real learning
Emphasis on lower-order cognitive skills

Lacking Individualised Focus

Unique differences and needs not addressed
Equity issues not being addressed

Stress & Anxiety

Stress and anxiety among children and parent

Institutional Effect | Improper Use of Test Results

School’s malpractice due to performance pressure
Undermining good teaching

Improper Use by Government Authorities

Government's failure to articulate NAPLAN's main purpose
Public nature of NAPLAN results
Insulting and unfair nature of school comparison

Public tends to think similarly about various aspects of
NAPLAN (i.e., greater than 50% agreement on most of the
survey items).

While the public recognised that “There is too much
emphasis on the significance of NAPLAN” (64%), they also
noted that “NAPLAN is a good way to assess achievement
gaps” (54%).

Strongly
Disagree
3%
Strongly
Disagree Disagree

11% 13%

Disagree
16%

Neutral

35%
Neutral

35%

NAPLAN helps improve education
for all -students

NAPLAN does not assess many important
aspects of- education

The public’s opinions about NAPLAN were not all negative.
There were about equal proportions of positive, neutral, and
negative sentiments expressed by the public.

Some of the percentages of the public’'s endorsements of
positive and negative aspects of NAPLAN are presented
below:

Strongly
Disagree
5%

Strongly
Disagree
9%

Disagree
Disagree 15%

12%

Neutral
38%

Neutral
30%

NAPLAN further disadvantages schools
that are already disadvantaged

NAPLAN is a
achievement gaps among students

good way to assess
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What we found Age x Gender
Perceived Benefits of NAPLAN
Our quantitative data also revealed that: 0.60
0.50
There was little variation in the negative views on 0 40
NAPLAN across different demographic groups
(e.g., by gender, age, educational level, residential 9.30
location). 0.20
0.10
On the other hand, there were substantial 0.00
differences in the positive views about NAPLAN. -9.10
Males, people in the metropolitan areas, Liberal/ -9.20
National voters, more educated and wealthier Male [
respondents, the younger generation, and
‘managers’, did express stronger positive views —@— 18-25 oMo 26-33 —A— 34-41
about the benefits of NAPLAN. —@— 42-49 ==@= 50-60
As shown in the figures below, younger (aged
26-33) males and advanced degree holders aged
between 26-41 and 50-60 were strong supporters
of NAPLAN. Participants aged between 50 and
60 who are living in remote areas were strong
opponents of NAPLAN.
Age x Residential Areas: Age x Educational Level:
Perceived Benefits of NAPLAN Perceived Benefits of NAPLAN
1.5 0.5
1.0 0.4 -"._
0.5 9.3 .'... q
0.0 0.2 ~—
-0.5 0.1
-1.8 0.0
-1.5 0.1
-2.9 -0.2 -~ — — /7
2.5 _ . N -0.3 -

Metropolitan Regional Rural  Remote Secondary Post-secondary Bachelor Advanced
—@— 18-25 «efee 26-33 —A— 34-41 school training degree degree
—@— 42-49 ==@== 50-60 —@— 18-25 coflies 26-33 —A— 34-41 —@— 42-49 —=@= 50-60

The Bottom Line
Clearly, the opinions were not all negative. Campaigns about NAPLAN can be targeted at specific
demographic groups in the Australian population (e.g.,
Benefits of NAPLAN can be used effectively in promotional older, remote areas).

campaigns about NAPLAN.
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For more information

Requests for further information and/or media enquiries can be directed to the
contact author for the Research Brief.

This Research Brief is published under the responsibility of the School of
Education Research Committee at UNSW Sydney. The opinions expressed
and the arguments employed herein do not necessarily reflect the official
views of UNSW Sydney. You can copy, download or print this Research Brief
for your own use, and you can include excerpts in your own documents,
presentations, blogs, websites and teaching materials, provided that suitable
acknowledgement of School of Education Research Brief and its author(s) as
source and copyright owner is given.

Looking for further study:

The Assessment and Evaluation research community offers a suite of study
options targeted at professional educators looking to better understand,
critique, and shape policy design, implementation, and leadership in
education. Guided by leading academics, you will explore and engage

with research enriching debates about current and historical initiatives in
educational leadership and policy in Australia and beyond. If this sounds like
something for you, consider these related programs:

Master of Curriculum and Assessment | Doctor of Education | Doctor of Philosophy
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