ENGLISH: LANGUAGE ANALYSIS

Comparative Essay: The Effect of the NAPLAN on Students

The effectiveness of the NAPLAN on students and if it should be abolished had been widely argued
in the media with different perspectives. While some argue that the NAPLAN assists both students
and schools, others believe that the test only contributes to the students’ stress and discomfort, and
nothing else. In an editorial entitled “School’s fail national test” (Herald Sun, 27/11/2012), the editor
contends in a condescending but informative tone that schools are misusing the national system by
using NAPLAN'’s as purely a means of improving their public image. Similarly, Mark Knight, in his
humorous cartoon (Herald Sun, 16/05/2013), criticises the NAPLAN’s negative effects on students
that overwhelm any positives. In comparison, Tim Mahar, in his letter to the editor (Herald Sun,
14/05/2013), vehemently argues that the NAPLAN is a waste of the public’s financial resources as,
due to its flawed system, it is not beneficial for anyone.

The editorial piece (Herald Sun, 27 Nov 2012), ‘Schools fail national test’, condescendingly accuses
that schools are subverting the national reporting system. The editor argues that schools are mainly
aiming to improve their public “ranking” through NAPLAN results as they believe that low results
would cause schools to have “difficulty in attracting and keeping students”. The selfish image of
schools portrayed here arouses anger and disgust in parents who only want the best for their
children from schools. Further, the writer claims that, as cited by findings from the “University of
Melbourne”, teachers are “teaching to the test” — “NAPLAN". He further explains that this would lead
to “subjects such as music, language and the arts” that are an essential part of the educational
system, are “given a low priority”. Parents are further enraged through this exclamation as they are
felt that schools had betrayed their contract in giving the best for their children simply due to their
want in upholding the public image by using results as “league tables”. The editor angrily finalises
his idea in his statement that “schools merely trying to improve their ranking need a necessary rap
over the knuckles”. Irritated parents, who are concerned for their children’s education and are
desperate to turn this situation for the better, are felt as if there is no choice but to support the
passion induced emotive statement of the editor.

Furthermore, the editor asserts that, due to the apparent ‘cheating’ of schools in the NAPLAN, most
students sitting the NAPLAN are developing negative symptoms. He says that the NAPLAN was
essentially prepared as simply a basis of measurement of the intellectual level of students in
different schools and students were only encouraged to their best without a load of initial
preparation. However, in gauging the system teachers are “making children sit weekly practice tests
for up to five months of the year” which is almost half of the year. The editor declares that this
preparation is putting unnecessary pressure leading them to develop “signs of stress, including
sleeplessness, crying and even vomiting”. Parents of mainly younger children are made horrified
and apprehensive of these “serious” problems that their children are subjected to simply due the
egotism of schools. The audience who are mainly parents or even to-be-parents who are horrified at
the prospect of their children under such serious levels of stress at such a young age, are even
more terrified at the editors disclosure that there are also “long term effects” on children. Thus, the
aroused terror and shock coerces parents to support the editor’'s contention that schools must put
students above its other selfish reasons.

Similarly, Mark Knight too, in his humorous cartoon, criticises the school’s blind effort to increase its
schools public standard in expense of the education of the students. The image of a ‘typical’ exam
room is presented with different types of students — nerdy, sporty, timid and arrogant. However, all
these different students are seem to wearing the same facial expression of worry and stress which
captures the initial interest in parents. Knight then imposes the opinions of two main contrasting
types of students in order to give insight to parents on the ‘true’ feelings of students who are
undergoing the test. The first character, who is a ‘nerdy’, ‘braced’ girl with large glasses, is seen to
be not answering the test at all. The clashing of the portrayal of the girl with her actions again
arouses interest in parents as they expect her to write furiously rather than reminiscing with a half
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written test paper. The speech bubble then explains the reason for her behaviour where it is proved
that she cares greatly about her education which is why she has stopped half way as she thinks
“What are we really learning when schools spend weeks beforehand coaching students on the
answers to NAPLAN?” The rhetorical question angers and shocks parents deeply as they realize
that the schools are not teaching their children the more important aspects of education such as
languages and music, but are “coaching” the NAPLAN to these children, in an attempt to enhance
their public position. The terror and disbelief evoked in parents through the portrayal of schools as
egoistic and unconcerned for the welfare of its students persuades them to view that the NAPLAN is
not an effective system in measuring the status of schools. In a threatening demeanour

In addition, Knight also debates that with the gauging of the system by schools, students are
acquiring a mistaken message from the NAPLAN. This is illustrated through the second main
character, a ‘dishevelled’ and ‘cheeky’ boy, who has writings all over his arms. The speech bubble
explains that the writings are pre-written answers which he could use to ‘rort’ the test. Parents are
horrified and affronted when the boy refers to ‘rorting the system’ as a “fundamental skill in life”
while he continues to search for his arms for the answers to the test rather than his brain. This is
directly referred back to Knight’s initial contention that schools are “rorting the system” just like the
boy as implied by the teacher who makes no effort to stop this behaviour. More horror and anger is
aroused in parents especially by the ironical view of the educator representing schools as she is
seen to be very strict and rule-abiding appearance wise but doesn’t stop the corruption occurring.
Parents who have views their children’s schools to be reliable and disciplined are made to question
these beliefs through the portrayal of the teacher. Knight's further implication of this mannerisms of
schools having negative influences on its students such as the ‘dishevelled’ boy and the other boy
at the far end who appears to be cheating, again stimulates frustration in parents. Hence, parents
are made to distrust schools and their intentions towards their children as they are made to believe
that schools are providing a negative perspective of NAPLAN's to its students.

While both the editorial and cartoon focuses on the school’s indiscretions regarding the NAPLAN
which makes it ineffective, Tim Mahar’s letter to the editor completely disregards the NAPLAN
stating that it is not beneficial at all. Mahar angrily claims that the NAPLAN is not useful for students
or teachers and therefore is a waste of the public’'s money. He immediately addresses parents
claiming that those tests “tell very little about your child’s ability” as the “results for individuals are
highly unreliable”. Parents are made to be concerned and angry as he reasons that the mark
obtained by the test “can be around two grade levels off the mark” which defeats the purpose of the
test. The portrayal of the NAPLAN test as ineffectual and counterproductive is imbedded in teachers
and educators as well when he claims that tests do not “help teachers either as they don'’t get the
results until five months later” when the students had already graduated to the next grade. After
defining the incompetence of the NAPLAN tests, he then follows onto inform teachers and parents
of the “price tag” of the tests which is about “$60 million each year”. The author uses this shocking
big figure incorporated with the definitive statement that the tests are useless to imbed the idea that
the tests are not worth its cost. In an attempt to clear any hesitancies in parents, teachers and
adults in general who may think that money is less important than any further benefits to students,
Mahar vehemently exclaims that some schools have to “cut back on music, drama, PE and
languages to ‘practice’ for the test”’. Parents and educators are made worried and upset at the
students missing out on these important subjects in their curriculum and “begin to see the extent of
the problem”. Hence, parents and educators who are concerned about the education of students
and also the general public who are concerned about their money being invested in an unworthy
cause are manipulated to believe that the NAPLAN is an unnecessary and costly test that should be
abolished.

In response to the issue if the NAPLAN is beneficial and if it should be abolished, the letter to the
editor, the cartoon and the editorial, concludes that the NAPLAN is ineffective as schools are
‘cheating’ the system. However, while the editorial and the cartoon didn’t entirely refuse to see any
benefits from the NAPLAN if schools processed it in the correct manner, the letter to the editor
completely opposed to the existence of the tests arguing that it is nothing but a waste of the public’s
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money. While parents of NAPLAN students were mainly appealed to by these articles and also
teachers in the letter to the editor, some readers such as teachers themselves could be appalled by
the many generalisations made in all the three articles.
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