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•  The National Assessment Plan – Literacy and 
Numeracy (NAPLAN) is a crucial national assessment, 
but is coming under increasing criticism.

•  There are three major benefits of NAPLAN:

 1. Tool to improve schools and teaching.

  —  NAPLAN results enable the identification of 
problems in the school system over time, 
and are a means for evaluating potential 
solutions, from the national level all the 
way down to individual students. 

 2. Transparency.

  —  Literacy and numeracy results are made 
transparent at a national, state and 
territory, and school level. Parents are 
also able to see how their children are 
progressing against an objective national 
benchmark.

 3. Accountability.

  —  NAPLAN holds governments and schools 
accountable for literacy and numeracy 
results, which is important given the 
significant financial investment made in 
them by taxpayers and parents. 

Executive Summary 

•  There are four common criticisms of NAPLAN, which 
are not supported by rigorous evidence:

1.  No significant improvement since NAPLAN was 
first introduced in 2008. 

  —  NAPLAN results have improved 
significantly in some areas since 2008, 
and the overall trend has been positive, 
with the exception of writing skills.

  —  It is unreasonable to blame the NAPLAN 
tests for lack of further improvement, as 
NAPLAN identifies issues in the school 
system and does not solve them by itself.

  —  Nevertheless, the fact that NAPLAN results 
have not improved more since 2008 
warrants further investigation.

 2. Harms students.

  —  The claim that NAPLAN tests harm students 
and causes significant student anxiety is 
based on surveys and small studies with 
serious methodological issues. A strong 
conclusion cannot be drawn based on the 
existing evidence to date.
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  —  In general, it is not clear that testing by 
itself harms students. Low-level student 
anxiety in preparation for any test is 
normal, and this is very different from 
serious mental health issues.

 3.  Publication of results on MySchool website 
harms schools.

  —   There have been no rigorous studies of 
how parents use MySchool data, and no 
substantial evidence to suggest MySchool 
has a negative effect on schools. Academic 
achievement is one of many factors 
parents use in choosing a school.

  —  It is far better for parents to have access 
to objective NAPLAN data in their decision-
making, rather than having to rely solely 
on other factors like school reputation, 
school uniforms, and school websites.

 4. The NAPLAN tests are too narrow.

  —  Reading, writing, spelling, grammar, and 
numeracy are all necessary skills for 
students to succeed in later education and 
career paths.

  —  It has not been established that broader 
capabilities like creativity can be taught or 
assessed effectively.

  —  A focus on literacy and numeracy is 
appropriate given the large number of 
Australian children who do not have 
adequate skills in these areas.

•  The suggested alternative to NAPLAN of having a 
sample test instead would be woefully inadequate. 
A sample test would not have the same major 
benefits of NAPLAN, could not be used as a tool to 
help individual students, and would not promote 
school transparency and accountability.

•  NAPLAN should be retained — because it has 
major benefits, and claims that it harms the 
school system have not been confirmed by 
reliable evidence — but it can be improved; and 
common concerns from teachers and parents 
should be taken into account and investigated 
further.

•  A possible future review of NAPLAN could 
consider:

  —  how results can be better used as a tool to 
improve schools and teaching;

  —  what is preventing schools and systems 
from responding more effectively to 
NAPLAN results; 

  —  how the purpose and benefits can be 
better communicated to stakeholders; 

  —  how the administration of the tests can be 
improved; and 

  —  whether or not the assessments are too 
narrow a measure of student ability.

•  Moving NAPLAN tests online will have significant 
benefits; including providing more timely results 
to schools to facilitate earlier intervention, and 
allowing for computer-adjusted testing tailored 
to individual student ability. 

•  Australian taxpayers invest more than $50 
billion per year in the school system. NAPLAN 
is an important measure of the return on this 
investment, and provides valuable information 
for schools, teachers, parents, and students.
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The National Assessment Plan — Literacy and Numeracy 
(NAPLAN) tests have been the subject of much 
controversy since they were first introduced by the 
Rudd Labor government in 2008. The implementation of 
NAPLAN — and the availability of school results on the 
MySchool website since 2010 — were among the major 
reforms of the then education minister Julia Gillard. 

Literacy and numeracy testing had been done at a 
state and territory level since the 1990s, but following 
agreement between the federal and state and territory 
governments, NAPLAN was introduced so Australia 
had standardised national testing. NAPLAN is part of 
a broader trend across the OECD of school systems 
recognising the importance of assessment, evaluation, 
and accountability.1 

NAPLAN is controversial because some stakeholders 
— such as teacher unions and education policymakers 
— are concerned about what they perceive to be an 
unreasonable level of accountability for schools and 
teachers, an excessive focus on testing, and potential 
for causing student stress. 

10 years after the introduction of NAPLAN, it is timely to 
consider again the costs and benefits of NAPLAN. While 
NAPLAN retains popular support from parents, there are 
some stakeholders who continue to express concerns 
relating to unintended consequences and student 
wellbeing. These arguments need to be evaluated.

No test is perfect. But assessment is an integral part 
of education, and important for both school systems 
and individual students. The efficacy of national testing 
programs like NAPLAN should be a significant part of the 
education policy debate in Australia.

Introduction

How does NAPLAN work?

The yearly NAPLAN tests cover four domains — reading, 
writing, language conventions (spelling, grammar, and 
punctuation), and numeracy — for students in Years 3, 
5, 7, and 9. School students sit NAPLAN test only four 
times in their entire schooling, and the tests take up one 
week of the school year, although most students take 
the tests over three partial days. 

NAPLAN is administered by The Australian Curriculum, 
Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA). The 
school-level test results are published on the MySchool 
website, which allows for comparisons to the national 
average and to schools with similar students in terms 
of disadvantage, measured by the Index of Community 
Socio-Educational Advantage (ICSEA).

NAPLAN is compulsory for schools, but not for individual 
students. Parents who do not wish their children to 
sit the tests may opt out. More than 1 million school 
students sat NAPLAN tests in 2017. The percentage of 
children sitting NAPLAN in 2017 has fallen slightly since 
2008: the participation rate for tests in 2008 ranged 
from 93% to 97%, and in 2017 the participation rate 
ranged from 91% to 96% (a decline of around 1% or 
2% for most tests).2 However, in the Northern Territory 
(for example), participation rates have significantly 
increased.

Almost all Australian school students continue to sit 
NAPLAN. For all intents and purposes, NAPLAN is a 
national population test of students, not a sample test.

NAPLAN is not a high-stakes test by the standard 
definition of the term,3 insofar as there are no negative 
consequences for students who perform poorly on the 
tests, and teacher salaries and school funding are not 
determined by NAPLAN results.

Figure 1: NAPLAN 2018 timeline4 
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The purpose and benefits of NAPLAN

In the financial year 2015-16, $55.7 billion of taxpayer 
money was spent in recurrent funding for schools, of 
which $42.4 billion was spent on the government 
school system.5  State and federal governments have a 
responsibility to ensure this money is spent well. No one 
advocates testing just for the sake of it. The whole point 
of assessment is to benefit students, teachers, parents, 
and school systems.

Tool to improve schools and teaching

Assessment is an essential part of schooling. It serves 
many functions, but among them is providing data that 
can enable student improvement. Assessments written 
and administered on the individual school or teacher 
level are beneficial, but are not comparable across 
schools and classes, and do not provide an objective 
benchmark against which student progress can be 
measured. Therefore, standardised assessments are 
necessary. 

NAPLAN as a standardised assessment serves the 
function of a diagnostic tool for schools and systems; 
that is, it enables the identification of problems in the 
education system over time and a means for evaluating 
potential solutions.  

NAPLAN results — being objective, standardised data — 
help improve literacy and numeracy on different levels, 
as illustrated in Figure 2. 

By being administered every year for students in Years 
3, 5, 7, and 9, NAPLAN is a measurement tool for 
assessing student progress over time. This allows the 
evaluation of the effectiveness of different parts of the 
school system, all the way from teachers’ practices up 
to federal government policy interventions. For instance, 
NAPLAN data is regularly used to identify best practice 
case studies that have led to substantial student gains in 
literacy and numeracy, informing the practices of other 
schools.6

NAPLAN data can be used to identify students who are 
underperforming and in need of extra help at school, to 
ensure they do not fall behind in literacy and numeracy. 
It can be used in the same way on the class, school, 
state and territory, and national levels.

As argued by Australian parents’ groups in a recent 
statement reiterating support for NAPLAN, the test 
results are an objective tool for parents to give a 
snapshot of their children’s literacy and numeracy skills, 
and to cooperate with teachers in future to improve 
student performance.7

Transparency

NAPLAN results are made transparent by being published 
on an aggregate national and state and territory level. 
This ensures there is transparency regarding literacy 
and numeracy results. If a particular state is significantly 
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underperforming, for example, this is made transparent 
so all Australians have the same knowledge.

The MySchool website shows results at the school level. 
This transparency empowers parents to make decisions 
regarding their child’s education, and ensures school-
based assessments are presenting an accurate picture 
of a student’s performance consistent with national 
standards. If individual schools are underperforming, all 
parents have equal access to information showing this 
is the case.

An alternative approach of collecting the data but then 
withholding the information from the public would mean 
a small group of individuals in positions of influence (such 
as academics and education department officials) have 
access to the data, while the vast majority of parents 
are kept unaware. Most parents would have to rely on 
guesswork, gossip, and school reputation to assess the 
academic performance of schools. This would be unfair 
and go against the fundamental governing principle of 
transparency with respect to policy outcomes.

Accountability 
All levels of government and the school system maintain 
that literacy and numeracy skills are vital.8 NAPLAN 

results ensure the entire school system — from the 
federal government all the way down to individual 
schools — is held accountable by parents and taxpayers 
for their literacy and numeracy outcomes, like any other 
area of public policy.

Given that the importance of schooling is universally 
recognised — and the yearly cost to the taxpayer of 
the school system is tens of billions of dollars — federal 
and state governments should be held particularly 
accountable for the results of their education policies. 
Similarly, it is important non-government schools are 
held accountable for their literacy and numeracy results, 
given the financial investment made by parents and 
taxpayers.

Without NAPLAN, there would be no standardised data 
by which to measure literacy and numeracy nationwide 
in a way that holds governments and schools to account 
for their results. As part of any sound governance 
arrangement, the responsible authorities should have to 
answer questions on how they have spent money and 
why their results have not improved if they have been 
spending more — which has occurred in the past 10 
years in Australia, where real government spending per 
student has increased by over 15%.9

Figure 2: Levels of use of NAPLAN data
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Most students do not enjoy tests. In general, students 
prefer not sitting tests, teachers prefer not administering 
them, and marking is an arduous process. However, the 
fact that tests are unenjoyable is not a good reason 
to abandon an important tool of better governance.  
Inevitably, no test is perfect, and test results do not 
provide a complete picture of student progress. The 
genuine concerns of teachers, parents, and other 
stakeholders regarding NAPLAN must be taken into 
account. However, given the benefits of NAPLAN, any 
criticism — for example: that it is useless, harms 
students and schools, and is an unreasonably narrow 
assessment — should be thoroughly scrutinised.

No significant improvement in results

A reason frequently given to argue NAPLAN has 
been a failure is that there has been no significant  
improvement in results since the tests were first 
introduced in 2008.10

But it is illogical to use NAPLAN results alone as a basis 
for determining if NAPLAN has succeeded or failed. 
Testing is primarily a measure of student performance 
and NAPLAN is not an exception to this rule. Whether 
or not a test leads to improved performance largely 
depends on how teachers respond to the test results.  
A test cannot be blamed for a lack of improvement — 
this would be analogous to blaming a thermometer for 
a hot day or criticising scales for a lack of weight loss. 

The NAPLAN results are broadly consistent with 
Australia’s trend in performance on international literacy 
and numeracy tests. Australia’s results have stagnated 
or declined on the Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA) and Trends in International 
Mathematics and Science Study (TIMMS) tests in the 
past 10 years,11 which indicates NAPLAN is accurately 
identifying weaknesses in Australia’s school system.

In any case, the premise of this argument against 
NAPLAN is not entirely correct. Table 1 shows the 
statistically significant changes in mean results, by state 
and territory, between 2008 and 2017 (the domain of 
writing is only comparable from 2011 onwards). The 
other published performance measure is the percentage 
of students at or above the national minimum standard. 
But this does not measure the change in results of the 
vast majority of students who are above the standard 
— and arguably is based on a low standard; so this is 
an inferior measure to the mean results. The MySchool 
website also publishes student gain data, which is 
arguably a better measure of school performance since 
it shows the extent to which schools have actually added 
to the achievement of students; but this is not available 
on an aggregate state or national level.

Since school policy — including literacy and numeracy 
strategies — is largely determined at the state and 
territory level, examining the performance of states and 
territories provides a more accurate representation of 
trends in NAPLAN results than considering the national 
average.

The common criticisms of NAPLAN
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Table 1: Statistically significant changes in mean NAPLAN results between 2008 and 201712

Domain Students NSW VIC QLD WA SA TAS NT ACT AUS

Reading

Year 3 é é é é é é é é é

Year 5 - é é é é é - é é

Year 7 - - - - - - - - -

Year 9 - - - - - - - - -

Writing13

(change between 
2011 and 2017)

Year 3 - - - - - - - - -

Year 5 ê - - - ê - - ê -

Year 7 - - ê ê ê - - - ê

Year 9 - ê ê - ê - - - -

Spelling

Year 3 - - é é - - é - é

Year 5 - - é é - - é - é

Year 7 - - é é - - - - -

Year 9 - - - é - - - - -

Grammar and 
Punctuation

Year 3 é é é é é é - é é

Year 5 - - - - - - - - -

Year 7 - - é é - - - - -

Year 9 - - - - - - - - -

Numeracy

Year 3 - - é é - - - - -

Year 5 - - é é é é - é é

Year 7 - - - é - - - - -

Year 9 - - é é - - - - -

There have been some statistically significant national 
improvements in Years 3 and 5, especially in reading, 
but this has not been consistent across all states and 
territories. (Queensland and Western Australia, for 
instance, have seen far more consistent improvements.) 
For the majority of tests, and particularly Years 7 and 
9, results have generally not changed — while writing 
results have declined. 

Even if the measure of NAPLAN’s success was the overall 
trend in results, and there are good reasons to argue 
it is not, it is incorrect to argue NAPLAN has failed on  
this basis.

Harms students
A frequent argument against NAPLAN is that it harms 
students and causes stress.14 The evidence presented to 
support this claim is often anecdotal or self-reported. To 
date, there has not been a significant amount of rigorous 
research done on the topic. 

But there have been some recent studies published on 
the effects of NAPLAN on students, particularly regarding 
the impact of the tests on student anxiety:

A 2016 study:15

•  Sample size of 465 students, 346 parents, and 
40 teachers, across 11 independent schools in 
Western Australia. 

•  Based on a survey of participants in each 
group, asking them to rate their experience 
of six adjectives — happy, worried, calm, sad, 
confident, and afraid — on a scale of 1 to 4, to 
measure distress.

•  Found an average increase in levels of distress 
during NAPLAN for students and across all groups 
compared to after the testing, but this level of 
distress was low.
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A 2012 study:16

•  Sample size of 159 students in 1 regional public 
Queensland school. 

•  Based on a sequence of surveys before and after 
NAPLAN tests.

•  Found that students’ performance goals and 
self-efficacy reports remained stable after 
NAPLAN testing, although it appeared students 
experienced a greater level of anxiety than they 
had expected before the test.

A 2017 study:17

•  Sample size of 105 students across 2 Catholic 
schools in Queensland.

•  Based on an analysis of focus group discussions 
and student drawings about their test experiences.

•  Found that a majority of students had contributed 
entirely negative responses. 

•  Has the smallest sample of the three studies, 
and relies upon apparently less rigorous data 
of student drawings and student descriptions of 
their own drawings.

All of these studies have small sample sizes and rely on 
student self-reporting. They provide conflicting evidence, 
but overall there can be no strong conclusion regarding 
NAPLAN causing significant student stress. If anything, 
it appears NAPLAN has little or no effect on student 
stress, and any negative effects are inconsistent.

There have also been some surveys of parents and 
teachers, regarding their perceptions of the effects of 
NAPLAN on students:

A 2013 Newspoll survey:18

•  Sample of 568 parents. 

•  Found that 52% of parents perceived NAPLAN 
had no impact on their child’s self-esteem, 23% 
perceived it had a positive impact, and 23% 
perceived it had a negative impact. 

•  41% of parents reported their child exhibiting 
some signs of stress or anxiety as a direct result 
of NAPLAN testing, while 59% did not. 

•  This indicates that 3 in 4 parents think NAPLAN 
has either a positive impact or no impact on their 
child’s self-esteem, and a clear majority report 
their child exhibits no sign of stress or anxiety as 
a result of NAPLAN.

•  56% of parents were in favour of NAPLAN, 
while 34% were against. It is obviously unlikely 
parents would support NAPLAN if they perceived 
it to have a negative effect on their child’s well-
being. 

•  The data is limited in usefulness insofar as self-
esteem and the breakdown of the signs of stress 
and anxiety are unclear regarding severity, or 
how parents have determined a direct causal 
connection between these signs and NAPLAN.

A 2012 survey:19 

•  Sample of 8,353 teachers. 

•  Teachers were invited to participate in the survey 
through Australian teacher unions.

•  The survey response rate was only 4%.

•  Found a majority of teachers reported at least 
1–10 of their students had said NAPLAN had 
caused stress, negative impacts on self-esteem, 
feeling sick before the test, fear of parental 
reaction to results, fear of freezing during the 
test, sleeplessness, and crying.

•  The survey has serious methodological issues, 
with all participants being from teacher unions, 
a very low response rate, and probably teachers 
who had strong negative perceptions of NAPLAN 
were far more likely to respond to the survey.

•  It is unclear from the framing of the questions 
(for each area of student well-being, teachers 
were asked to report if 1–10 or 11 or more 
students had said they exhibited the stated 
negative reactions to NAPLAN) exactly how 
widespread the occurrence of each student well-
being issue is. For example, there is a significant 
difference between most teachers suggesting 
only 1 student they knew of had exhibited the 
signs of distress, or if teachers were actually 
suggesting 10 students had.

A 2014 qualitative study:20 

•  Sample of 16 principals, 29 teachers, 26 parents, 
and 70 students.

•  Based on interviews with participants.

•  Found widespread concerns in each group 
regarding NAPLAN’s negative impact on student 
health and well-being.

•  A relatively small sample and has the inherent 
limitations of qualitative studies with no 
consistent, comparable data.

These surveys provide conflicting evidence, but again no 
strong conclusion can be drawn about the extent to which 
NAPLAN causes student stress. There are inevitable 
limitations of asking parents and teachers if they have 
observed signs of student stress, as these perceptions 
can be misplaced and different individuals may have 
different ideas of what is meant by stress. There is 
nothing inherently more stressful about NAPLAN tests 
compared to the normal stress of taking a test. There 
are no consequences for low performance or rewards 
for high performance. If students are experiencing high 
levels of anxiety, it is arguable that this is the result of 
pressure or anxiety transmitted from the adults around 
them. 

None of the studies or surveys discussed above actually 
examine if there a direct causal connection between 
NAPLAN and student stress — at most they indicate 
correlation. 
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Further, none of them investigate if the reported 
incidences of student anxiety are typical of those 
students, or if students exhibit similar behaviour during 
NAPLAN as they do for any test, including the usual 
teacher-written tests for each subject, or indeed for 
other schools activities such as camps or carnivals. 

Finally, it is not clear from any of the findings if the 
perceptions of student stress are actually serious mental 
health issues, or are just low-level anxiety that typically 
come from a desire to perform well on any test. It is 
to be expected that most students would prefer not to 

do tests, and many students would exhibit at least low 
levels of nervousness when being tested.

It can be concluded from the existing literature on the 
subject that there is no rigorous evidence suggesting 
NAPLAN itself has a negative impact on student health 
and well-being. More rigorous research is needed in this 
area to come to a strong conclusion either way.

In conclusion, the common claim that NAPLAN harms 
students is not supported by the existing evidence  
to date.

Box 1: Is frequency of testing related to student stress?
Recent international evidence suggests more testing by itself does not increase student stress.

A 2017 OECD study, using data from the international PISA tests, considered the relationship between frequency 
of testing (as reported by school principals), student anxiety (as reported by students), and science test 
results.21 It concluded, after controlling for socio-economic status, that: 

“Neither test anxiety nor science performance is related to the frequency of testing.”22

This finding was the same for both teacher-written tests and mandatory standardised tests (like NAPLAN or the 
HSC).23 While the study considered science tests, there is no reason to suggest the result would be different for 
literacy and numeracy assessments. The study does rely on self-reporting regarding student anxiety; so it has 
similar limitations to the Australian evidence discussed above.

The OECD study also found 59% of students worry about taking tests and 66% worry about getting poor 
grades.24 This indicates test anxiety is very common around the world, regardless of the type of test or national 
assessment policies.

Another finding was that students are less anxious about tests when they feel supported by teachers and 
parents.25 Ultimately, ensuring appropriate levels of student support on the school level is the best way to 
manage inevitable student feelings of nervousness before tests, irrespective of the kind of testing being 
conducted. This issue is far broader than NAPLAN.

Publication of results on the MySchool website harms schools

It has often been argued that publication of NAPLAN 
results on the MySchool website harms schools by 
making them focus excessively on doing well on 
NAPLAN tests.26 It is claimed there are harmful effects of 
increased competition between schools, as parents will 
not enroll their children at schools with relatively poor 
results on the MySchool website, which means NAPLAN 
is a high-stakes test for schools.

The evidence for this argument is mostly anecdotal. 
There have been no rigorous large-sample studies 
examining how parents use the published NAPLAN 
results on the MySchool website, or the extent to which 
these determine school choice. There have been some 
surveys and studies considering how MySchool data is 
used, and the impact of the website on schools:

A 2013 Newspoll survey:27

•  Sample of 568 parents (discussed in previous 
section).

•  Found just 17% of parents said they had visited 
the MySchool website in the past 12 months in 
order to compare the NAPLAN results of their 
child’s school with others.

A 2012 survey:28

•  Sample of 1,062 school principals, based off on 
an earlier survey of all school principals with a 
response rate of 21%.

•  Found 67% of principals said the MySchool 
website had a neutral effect on their school, 24% 
said it had a negative effect, and 8% said it had 
a positive effect.

 A 2012 survey:29

•  Sample of 8,353 teachers (with serious 
methodological issues discussed in previous 
section).

•  Found 72% of teachers said the purpose of 
NAPLAN is to rank schools and 46% said it was to 
assist parent choice.

•  Found 93% of teachers said poor results would 
negatively impact a school’s ability to attract and 
retain students, and 65% said poor results would 
have a negative impact on a school’s ability to 
attract or retain teachers.
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•  It is problematic to rely on teacher responses 
regarding how parents generally use NAPLAN 
data published on the MySchool website.

A 2012 study:30

•  Small case study of just five families.

•  Found the participating families did not use 
available data on the MySchool website in the 
process of choosing a school.

•  Given the very small sample size, few conclusions 
can be inferred from this study.

A 2014 survey:31

•  Conducted by Independent Schools Queensland; 
sample of 1,048 parents across 67 independent 
schools.

•  Found just 5% of parents accessed the MySchool 
website when considering school selection.

•  Strong academic performance was only the ninth 
most important factor for parents in choosing  
a school.

•  The survey is not of a random sample and is 
not intended to be a scientific study, so limited 
conclusions can be drawn from it. But it does 
challenge the perception that parents are 
excessively concerned with the published school 
results on the MySchool website.

The small and limited amount of existing evidence does 
not enable a strong conclusion regarding how MySchool 
data is used by parents or the overall impact of the 
website on schools. It appears MySchool data is only one 
factor among many considered by parents in choosing 
schools. It is obvious parents will make a school choice 
based on all available information, and data on academic 
achievement would be one factor. 

According to news reports, there has been a significant 
recent increase in the number of users on the MySchool 
website, rising from 839,000 in 2015 to 1.74 million 
in 2017, indicating it is a valuable resource for many 
people.32

It is preferable for parents to include academic 
achievement in their decision making. Using NAPLAN 
results to inform school choice — an objective measure 
of school performance — is better than the alternative 
of just relying upon school reputation, school websites, 
and school location. Parents being able to make choices 
based on the academic achievement of schools is a 
significant benefit of the MySchool website.

It is also likely that if future results were not published 
on the MySchool website, many parents would still use 
the last year of published NAPLAN results to determine 
school choice; which is an inferior measure to more  
up-to-date information. Given parents will make a  
choice of school regardless, it is better the choice is 
informed by all available information — including the  
latest NAPLAN results.

Even if school NAPLAN results were not published on 
the MySchool website, some stakeholders would still 
have access to this data. Groups such as politicians, 
academics and education department officials would be 
able to find out how individual schools are performing, 
while most parents would not; resulting in a clearly 
unfair and inequitable situation. 

In any case, the debate about publishing the results 
of standardised tests is broader than NAPLAN. Data 
on academic achievement for secondary schools is 
publically available in some states, such as HSC results 
by school in NSW. In these cases, NAPLAN data on the 
MySchool website can be used as a supplement and 
ensure parents do not need to rely on only one set of 
data to assess school academic performance. 

Finally, there is a significant amount of evidence to 
suggest parental involvement in school education is 
beneficial for student learning and well-being, as argued 
by a recent OECD report.33 In Australia, there have been 
calls for parents to be more engaged in their children’s 
education and involved in the school community. The 
published NAPLAN results on the MySchool website 
allows parents to have information relating to academic 
performance of their children and their school with 
respect to national benchmarks. This information 
facilitates parental involvement with their own child’s 
progress over time. 

It would appear contradictory to suggest parents should 
be involved in their children’s learning and be active 
participants in the school community, while also arguing 
parents should not have any knowledge of how their 
children or their school are performing compared to 
national literacy and numeracy standards.

Testing is too narrow

Reading, writing, spelling, grammar, and numeracy 
are all necessary skills for students to succeed in later 
education and career paths. But NAPLAN has been 
criticised for only assessing these areas and not broader 
skills.34

Broader capabilities which are commonly known the 
‘4 Cs’ of 21st century learning — critical thinking, 
communication, collaboration, and creativity — are 
not specifically assessed in NAPLAN. But claims about 
the importance of 21st century learning have not been 
substantiated by evidence. It has not been established 
that school systems can teach general capabilities 
effectively, and there are significant difficulties with 
trying to assess these skills objectively.35 Students need 
to master the fundamentals of a subject before they 
can be creative or think critically about the content.36 
In other words, broader capabilities like creativity are 
domain-specific, not generic, skills.
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Box 2: Does focusing on literacy and numeracy stifle the development of 
other skills?
The OECD standardised tests (PISA) rank countries’ education results, and while typically these tests focus on 
literacy and numeracy, more recently they have also tested collaborative problem-solving ability.37 

52 countries participated in the collaborative problem-solving tests. The top four performing countries were 
Singapore, Japan, Hong Kong, and Korea:38

These top four countries tend to have traditional approaches to schooling, and were also among the top-
performers in the literacy and numeracy tests,39 which indicates that concerns about traditional schooling 
resulting in rote learning and stifling creativity are unfounded.

The country rankings were similar for both test types. Performance on collaborative problem-solving is highly 
correlated with science, reading, and maths performance.40 Australia, which was ranked 10th in collaborative 
problem-solving, was one of the exceptions because its relative performance was significantly higher in 
collaborative problem-solving than for the other tests.41

There is little evidence to suggest that a focus on giving students high levels of literacy and numeracy is 
incompatible with developing students who are creative problem-solvers. Furthermore, it appears broader 
capabilities like collaborative problem-solving tend to correlate closely with literacy and numeracy skills anyway, 
and so do not require separate tests.

Neither of these surveys is of a representative national 
sample of teachers; which means only limited conclusions 
can be drawn from their findings. More significantly, it is 
unclear if ‘teaching to the test’ is actually an undesirable 
practice if many students do not have adequate literacy 
and numeracy skills. Teachers focusing more on core 
literacy and numeracy skills is likely to be beneficial for 
disadvantaged students in particular. Further, the finding 
that NAPLAN leads to more teacher-centred instruction 
is not necessarily a cause for concern, given the large 
body of research across decades indicating teacher 
direct instruction is highly advantageous for student 
learning.44

It appears there is no rigorous evidence to support the 
claim that NAPLAN testing is too narrow. 

It should also be noted that NAPLAN writing tests 
require students in all year groups to write a response 
to a prompt in the narrative or persuasive genre, which 
involves critical thinking and creativity. Tasks like these 
show NAPLAN is not a narrow assessment of student 
ability.

There have been two surveys of teachers that found 
widespread concern about the narrowing of the 
curriculum due to NAPLAN:

•  A survey of 767 teachers across South Australia 
and Western Australia found most teachers reported 
NAPLAN had caused them to teach to the test, spend 
less time on other areas of the curriculum, and use 
more teacher-centred instruction.42 

•  A survey of 8,314 teachers (based on the same 
survey discussed above with methodological issues) 
also found most teachers reported NAPLAN had led 
to a reduction in time spent on other areas of the 
curriculum and an adjustment of teaching practices 
to mirror the tests.43
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For the sake of students and taxpayers, NAPLAN must 
stay. It fulfills the vital role of providing transparency 
and accountability in the school system, while also being 
a tool that improves schools and teaching over time. 
The common criticisms of NAPLAN are not primarily 
evidence-based. Nevertheless, stakeholder concerns 
about NAPLAN must be heard and acted upon. NAPLAN 
can certainly be improved in future without losing its 
core functions.

The alternative of a sample test would 
be inadequate

A sample test — instead of a population test which 
assesses all students — has been proposed by some 
groups as an alternative to NAPLAN.45 But the main 
benefits of NAPLAN (a tool to improve schools and 
teaching, transparency, and accountability) would all be 
undermined if it was a sample test:

• Tool to improve schools and teaching. 

   A sample test would mean NAPLAN results could 
not be used as a tool to guide individual student 
or class or school teaching, because only a small 
proportion of students and schools would be 
assessed regularly, and the sample group would 
change each year.

• Transparency. 

   There would no longer be transparency regarding 
student outcomes at the school level. Parents 
would no longer have any consistent objective 
data upon which to base their assessment of local 
school performance, and instead would be forced 
to attempt to assess performance based on a 
number of subjective indicators like reputation 
and word of mouth.

• Accountability. 

   Schools and teachers would no longer be 
accountable for literacy and numeracy results 
throughout all of primary and secondary school. 
Schools could be significantly underperforming 
while parents would have no knowledge.

International tests that are based on samples, such 
as PISA and TIMMS, are only sample tests because 
of necessity and practicality. It is unnecessary for 
the OECD’s purposes to assess all school students in 
participating countries. But in contrast, it has already 
been proven for 10 years that it is possible and practical 
to conduct a yearly national test for all Australian 
students.

In addition, a sample test would inevitably include 
some biases compared to a population test. It would be 
difficult to find a random national sample of students 
that accurately assesses national performance, or state 
and territory performance. Governments could dismiss 
the results of such a test on the grounds of methodology, 
unlike a population test.

It is clear the alternative of a sample test would be 
completely insufficient for the purposes of a national 
literacy and numeracy assessment.

Moving online will be a significant 
improvement

NAPLAN testing is moving towards being entirely online, 
with the transition commencing from 2018. This has 
the potential to greatly improve both the efficiency and 
effectiveness of the tests. The major benefits include:

• More timely results. 

   Online tests facilitate a quicker turnaround 
time for student marks to be returned to 
schools, occurring in a matter of weeks instead 
of months.46 This will enable the NAPLAN data 
to be used in a more timely fashion as a tool 
for teachers and schools to intervene to help 
individual students.

• Tailored questioning for students’ abilities. 

   Students will be given questions of different 
difficulties depending on their responses to the 
first questions, allowing the tests to be tailored 
for ability levels.47 This ensures students are 
asked questions appropriate for their own level, 
and the tests more accurately assess their literacy 
and numeracy skills. A recent study of 12,736 
Australian students who sat pilot computer-
adaptive NAPLAN tests found online testing also 
has other benefits, such as significant positive 
effects on achievement-measure precision, 
student motivation, and student engagement.48

•  Remove the need to have all students sitting a 
test at the same time. 

   Currently students sit NAPLAN tests 
simultaneously to ensure fairness and reduce 
the possibility of cheating. However, with tailored 
questioning as described above, in future there 
should be no need for all students to be doing the 
test at exactly the same time, because the test 
would be adjusted depending on the individual 
student. Further, it means schools should be able 
to move to online testing even if they do not 
already have technological capacity for the entire 
year group to sit the test online at the same time. 

There are some potential risks of moving NAPLAN online 
— such as schools not having the technology capacity, 
security concerns about hacking, and possible effects 
on students’ handwriting abilities — which will need to 
be managed. But none of these potential challenges are 
insurmountable.

What a possible review should consider

Education policies, like all other areas of government 
policy, should be the subject of ongoing review and 
improvement. NAPLAN should be no different. There 

The future for NAPLAN
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have been growing calls for a review, and the Education 
Council (made up of the federal, state, and territory 
education ministers) has agreed to draft terms of 
reference for a possible review.49 

Given 2018 is the 10-year mark since the beginning 
of NAPLAN, it could be timely to conduct a review — 
although to date a substantive case has not been made 
for reviewing the fundamentals of NAPLAN, especially 
since there have already been two senate inquiries into 
NAPLAN.50

It is reasonable to review how NAPLAN data can be better 
utilised to improve future results, and to question why 
NAPLAN results have not improved more consistently 
over the past 10 years, in particular with respect to 
writing.

Concerns expressed by students, teachers, and parents 
in the small samples that have been surveyed should be 
examined. There may be better ways NAPLAN can be 
administered in future to ensure all stakeholders have 
a clear understanding of what NAPLAN involves and 
its purpose; so as to minimize any potential negative 
student reactions.

The content of NAPLAN tests should also be subject to 
ongoing review. The teacher surveys discussed above do 
warrant further investigation to determine if the NAPLAN 
questions should be broader or could be improved in 
other ways. 

For instance, a recent review of the NAPLAN writing tests, 
undertaken by an overseas academic commissioned 
by a teachers’ union, argued that the writing tests 
are seriously flawed.51 Criticisms included the lack of 
informative writing in the assessment, the arbitrariness 
of the grading scales and marking rubrics, and that 
the tests encourage a narrow formulaic writing style. 
ACARA is already in the process of reviewing the writing 
tests, and has said these criticisms will be taken into 
account.52 This is an example of how there appears to 
be valid criticisms of specific NAPLAN tasks, and also 
suggests ACARA periodically reviews potential issues 
with test questions.

NAPLAN must continue to be a population test to serve 
its core purpose. A sample test is obviously insufficient 
for the purposes of NAPLAN, so it would be unnecessary 
to consider this in a review.

Furthermore, it would be unwarranted for a review to 
consider not publishing school NAPLAN results on the 
MySchool website. The notion of collecting population 
school data and then keeping it secret from the public 
clearly goes against the sound governing principles of 
transparency and accountability.

However, this does not mean a review of NAPLAN 
should not be considered. There are aspects of the 
implementation and administration of NAPLAN testing 
that can potentially be improved. There are genuine 
concerns from some stakeholders, which must be 
listened to and acted upon.

A review could add value if it addressed the following 
five questions:

1.  How can NAPLAN data be used more effectively 
as a tool to improve student outcomes on an 
individual, class, school, state, and national 
level? How can student gain data be combined 
with student achievement data to give a better 
measure of student performance over time?

2.  What is preventing schools and systems from 
responding more effectively to low or static 
NAPLAN results to create improvement?

3.  How can the purpose and benefits of NAPLAN be 
better communicated to stakeholders?

4.  Can NAPLAN be administered better so as 
to minimize any stress or inconvenience for 
teachers, parents, and students?

5.  Is NAPLAN testing currently too broad or too 
narrow? If so, how can NAPLAN questions be 
improved in future?

An independent review chaired by an expert panel with 
terms of reference like these could be beneficial for 
Australia’s school system, and ensure NAPLAN continues 
to improve as an educational tool that also provides 
transparency and accountability. But a review with 
terms of reference questioning the existence of NAPLAN 
is not justified by the evidence to date.
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It is clear NAPLAN has significant positive utility. Results 
can be used as a tool to identify issues with student 
and school performance, and facilitate intervention 
to improve results over time. NAPLAN provides 
transparency and accountability for Australia’s school 
system, from the federal government right down to 
individual schools. Abandoning NAPLAN or the MySchool 
website would amount to a retrograde move away from 
transparent and accountable government.

The common criticisms of NAPLAN are not supported 
by rigorous research. There is no strong case that 
NAPLAN harms students, harms schools, or results in 
an undesirably narrow curriculum. The evidence against 
NAPLAN to date are based on surveys and small studies 
with considerable limitations. 

NAPLAN can still be improved. In particular, moving 
online will ensure the test results are timelier so they 
can be used more effectively as tool for improving 
teaching and learning, and also allow the test difficulty 
to be tailored to the individual needs of students, which 
appears to positively influence student motivation and 
engagement.

There is no strong case for reviewing the existence 
of NAPLAN. Although there could potentially be some 
benefits to reviewing aspects of NAPLAN, with terms of 
reference to answer the following five questions:

1.  How can NAPLAN data be used more effectively 
as a tool to improve student outcomes on an 
individual, class, school, state, and national 
level? How can student gain data be combined 
with student achievement data to give a better 
measure of student performance over time?

2.  What is preventing schools and systems from 
responding more effectively to low or static 
NAPLAN results to create improvement?

3.  How can the purpose and benefits of NAPLAN be 
better communicated to stakeholders?

4.  Can NAPLAN be administered better so as 
to minimize any stress or inconvenience for 
teachers, parents, and students?

5.  Is NAPLAN testing currently too broad or too 
narrow? If so, how can NAPLAN questions be 
improved in future?

Australian taxpayers invest more than $50 billion per 
year in schools. The NAPLAN tests fulfill the vital role of 
ensuring accountability for the return on this investment. 
NAPLAN must stay — and policymakers should focus on 
its continual improvement — for the sake of taxpayers, 
parents, teachers, and students.

Conclusions
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