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its advocates have thus far shown a blatant disregard of the formidable
theoretical critique and instead persist in drawing attention to the more
pragmatic concerns of how to state, in minute detail, the exact outcomes
that are required (Lum, 1999).

Contemporary politics of outcomes-based education in New Zealand

Following the National Party’s electoral defeat in 1999, the Labour
government has endeavoured to interrupt some aspects of the highly
competitive managerial model of education by abolishing bulk funding, de-
emphasising ‘school choice' (by reintroducing school zoning), ameliorating
some of the hardship caused by escalating tertiary student fees
(by imposing a fees freeze) and, importantly, by seeking to involve
teachers once again in the education policymaking process. However,
having given its unqualified (and uncritical) support for the knowledge
economy/society  (and  globalisation) which requires the state
to continually monitor students’ learning outcomes in order to maximise
economic and social efficiency, Labour cannot abandon the outcomes-
based philosophy so inextricably woven into both the Curriculum and
National Qualifications Frameworks. Indeed, the government's commitment
to outcomes-based education is further reiterated in the Minister
of Education's policy document Educational Priorities for New Zealand
where teachers and educators are urged to be ‘more explicitly focussed
‘on outcomes’ and to make ‘learning outcomes central to all debates about
education’ (Mallard, 2003, pp.6, 10).

Not to be outdone, the National Party released its Schools of Excellence
discussion paper in September 2003, reawakening its earlier (1998) plan
for national testing to be introduced for Years 1, 4 (in literacy and
numeracy) and 8 (in English, mathematics and- science) students (Lee
& Lee, 2000; Smith, 2003, p.5). National testing was justified on the
grounds that it would ‘introduce accountability into the system ... [and]
raise standards by bringing teaching practices, school management and
educational policies into sharp focus’ (p.5). The following month, the
Education Forum (a right-wing education lobby group) issued its New Deal
policy paper outlining the advantages of national testing:

A key component of the new svystem of school accountability would be the
introduction of national assessment. National testing ... can have many benefits.
It is one of the few sources of objective information on school performance and
provides a consistent, useful benchmark to compare schools across communities
and over time ... . We recommend that a system of national assessment
be introduced into state primary schools, concentrating initially on literacy and
numeracy ... . One of the fundamentals of the system should be to ‘test early
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and test often’. The curriculum should be specified in terms of coatent and
expected levels of achievement. The results should be published at both national
and school levels in terms of the proportion of the age group reaching the
required leveis. (Education Forum, 2003, p.40)

Clearly, the language of educational outcomes, standards and
accountability is as politically charged today as it was in the past.

Conclusion: Some lessons, cautions and challenges

Stake (1991) alerts us to four key assumptions that have underpinned the
rise of outcomes-based education: that people can agree on which
educational outcomes are desirable; that we have an adequate language for
the specification of educational goals; that we can measure the attainment
of those goals; and that we can use the information to improve teaching
(Stake, 1991, pp.xxiv—xxv). Each of these assumptions is concerned only
with the success of implementation, not with the appropriateness of the
goals. Accordingly, these outcomes become external to the learning
process and quickly become reduced to measurable objectives. Apple
further argues that the policy shift from contents-based syllabi
to outcomes-based curriculum statements is invariably accompanied by the
call for a national curriculum which, in turn, provides the framework
within which national testing can function (Apple, 1996, p.32). He also
poses the question: whose reforms are these and who benefits? (Apple,
1996, p.26).

The particular danger of using outcomes-based education to pursue
higher standards is that politicians and administrators need to recognise
that the tools designed to measure the output of the system (for example,
tests and examinations) will invariably have an impact on the education
system as a whole. Furthermore, because poor assessment practices often
narrow the curriculum and depress standards, it does not follow that
better assessment will automatically improve the curriculum and raise
educational standards. In other words, assessment and curricolum reform
should proceed in tandem and not drive one another.

The blunt reality, seemingly forgotten in the race to introduce new
curriculum and assessment models, is that innovation is always a time-
consuming, challenging, and frequently traumatic process for teachers.
For curriculum and assessment reform to succeed, teachers must not only
be actively involved in its design and implementation but also
be convinced that it will be workable and meaningful for their students.
Failure to do so will almost certainly guarantee immediate teacher
resistance, followed by outright non-compliance, and an exodus of staff
from the schools.
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Finally, the lesson to be learned from studying the establishment and
growth of outcomes-based education systems in the United States,
England, Australia and New Zealand is that any reforms in curriculum and
assessment must acknowledge the multitudinous and complex ways
in which human beings develop. This involves the very essence of the
educational process—learning, knowledge, fairness, opportunity, and
personal growth. The time is ripe for innovative solutions that allow us
to build an educational culture that is genuinely intellectual in character
and which provides ample opportunities for exercising the imagination
of learners and teachers, for exploring fresh (and unplanned) possibilities,
and for questioning received wisdom as much as getting the ‘correct’
answers. This is no easy call for those who continually seek instant (and
simple) solutions to complex educational problems. There are no perfect
solutions. But if educationists and politicians are prepared to confront
these issues and to engage in open and constructive debate, then there
is at least some chance of significantly improving the educational
experiences of students and also raising the all-important morale of the
teaching profession. It is these issues that we urgently need to debate
in the twenty-first century.

Above all, we must resist the temptation to pursue certainty in both our
pedagogical methods and educational outcomes because meaningful
educational experiences and knowledge come as much from the
pedagogical journey itself as from the certainty of the destination.

NOTES

L A Nation at Risk (1983) investigated the declining state of the American
education system, as’ measured by high school student performance in the
United States and other countries, identified specific problem areas, and offered
numerous recommendations for impraovement. The five major recommendations
appear, respectively, under the headings: content, standards and expectations,
time, teaching, leadership and fiscal support. Recommendations pertaining
to content included the strengthening of high school graduation requirements
by establishing minimum requirements for each student of 4 years of English,
3 years of mathematics, 3 years of science, 3 years of social studies and one-half
year of computer science. With regard to standards and expectations, schools,
colleges, and universities were encouraged to adopt more rigorous and
measurable standards and higher expectations for academic performance and
student conduct. Four-year colleges and universities, in particular, were urged
to raise their admission requirements. The report also advised that more time
be devoted to students learning the ‘New Basics’ which may, in turn, require
a longer school day or a lengthened school year. (National Commission
on Excellence in Education. (1983). A Nation at Risk: The imperative for
educational reform. An open letter to the American people. A report to the
nation and the Secretary of Education. Department of Education, Washington,
DC.: U.S. Government Printing Office.)
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2. Those who know something about the history of English education will also
recognise that the National Curriculum of 1988 echoed the collection
of academic subjects decreed by Robert Morant in 1904 as comprising the
legitimate secondary school curriculum

3. Torrance {1997) notes that ‘Up to the end of 1995 only four reports on National
Curriculum Test results had been published {on 7-year-clds in 1951, 1992, and
1994, and 14-year-olds in 1994) comprising a total of only 121 pages of statistics
across all four reports: hardly value for money, given the vast amounts
of political and material resources poured into the eaterprise ... . Furthermore,
no reports have focussed on aggregate figures broken down by profile
component and sex rather than individual school results (p.324).

4. It should be noted that there were methodological problems with Fieldhouse’s
survey: there were difficulties in comparing standards in the 1955 and 1956 tests
with those in the earlier years, and the composition of schoo!l classes had
changed owing to the narrowing of the age range of each class as a result
of ‘social promation’.

5. ‘Learning elements’ are statements of intellectual, practical or attitudinal
competence exhibited by the learner. ‘Performance criteria’ are statements that
specify precise performance standards for which evidence must be produced.

6. This concept is associated with Jurgen Habermas (1971) and refers to a
technical-linear (or means-ends) approach cr method, modelled on scientific
practice, and applied to the study and analysis of complex economic,
educational, political or social issues. Habermas reminds us that while such
models appear entirely rational, neutral and objective, they are in fact highly
political, contextual and value-laden.
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