INSIGHT S

Does NAPLAN help children succeed academically?

NAPLAN is upon us again, arriving as it does every year, as Term 2 begins to build. And while many parents, teachers, and
students are generally ambivalent and nonchalant about this “high-stakes” $100 million plus test, others take NAPLAN very
seriously.
For those who are focused on NAPLAN results, there are NAPLAN preparation books for sale in stores around the country.
Learning time in class is being disrupted so students can practice taking NAPLAN exams. And to highlight how high the stakes
are in some families, “Iʼm buying my daughter a puppy if she scores in the top band” one mother informed me.
But is NAPLAN useful for understanding your childʼs academic capability? How helpful is NAPLAN when it comes to your child
receiving an excellent education?
The short answer: not very.

The t rouble wit h NAPLAN
Since its inception, NAPLAN has been contentious, for a number of reasons. Let me summarise, very briefly, some of the main
concerns about NAPLAN:
1. There have been statistical and moral questions raised about the fairness, equity, reliability, and validity of NAPLAN for
many years. (Too many to go into here, but important to mention.)
2. NAPLAN is a ranking system… but education should not be about ranking or competition. It should be about teaching
and development, mastery and competence.
3. Kids get stressed about the test. While itʼs true that kids get stressed about tests all the time – and they do need to learn
to manage that stress – NAPLAN seems to create high levels of stress, and based on the points above, itʼs unnecessary.
4. NAPLAN has been blamed for kids missing class learning, opportunities to perform musicals, sports, and more due to
an ever-crowded curriculum and the push for better results.
5. It is not helpful to use NAPLAN diagnostically. The test is completed in May and results are returned at the yearʼs end. To
know how your child is performing at school itʼs more helpful to ask the teacher than to wait for a NAPLAN result.
6. You can actually guess how a school will perform based on the average income of the parents whose children attend.
Additionally, NAPLAN doesnʼt tell us anything helpful about a school other than how its students scored on that test. It tells us
nothing about the teachers and their involvement with students, the culture of the school, what happens on the playground,
or how students feel while theyʼre at school.
For all of these reasons – and more – the Gonski Institute for Education issued a report last year suggesting that NAPLAN be
scrapped!
If you want your children to thrive at school, NAPLAN results arenʼt a useful measure. But fortunately we know what is.
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Helping Children Thrive at School
The following factors generally matter most when it comes to your child doing well at school:
1. Reading. If there is only one thing that you do with your children for their education, read to them. This should start as
young as possible and continue through toddler years, preschool years, and into big school. Read to them – and have
them read to you – as they go through their early primary years. And keep books around right through high school.
Reading is one of the best predictors of childrenʼs academic success, and it is associated with increased resilience,
particularly for kids from challenged or traumatic backgrounds.
2. Be involved. Research shows that parents who ask about school, check in on what students are learning, talk with the
school teacher from time to time, and continue to monitor and stay up to date on what is happening at school have
children who do better academically when compared with students whose parents are uninvolved. Getting involved
shows you care.
3. Relationships with peers . Children who enjoy a sense of school belonging, according to Dr Kelly Allen at Monash
University, do better at school. They also have higher levels of life satisfaction.
4. A sense of progress and purpose. These are two separate things, but Iʼm including them together because they o en
follow one another. When our children make progress, they feel competent and capable. This increases their
motivation, and makes school feel purposeful. If parents can work to help children see the progress theyʼre making, it
will boost desire for more progress, and the work becomes easier and more enjoyable.
5. People who love them. There is no way of getting around this fact: kids do well for those they love. When a student
loves his science teacher, science becomes the best subject ever and he tries hard as a result. Same goes with PE,
English, or any other subject. Helping children feel like they are known, numbered, and missed combined with teachers
who are enthusiastic about their topics, helps kids do better at school.
O en people will say, “But what about my child?” So many parents are dealing with ADHD, autism, ODD, sensory issues,
depression, or other additional health or developmental needs. My response is always the same: those points above become
even more vital. Read, be involved, help them make friends, challenge them to progress and find purpose, and make sure
someone loves them.
Your child may (or may not) be about to sit the NAPLAN test any day now. Let them know that itʼs not about them. Itʼs for the
school only. Donʼt make a deal about their results when they show up in the post. Itʼs old news by then. And when itʼs done,
give them a hug, share a milkshake, and ask them about their friends, their teacher, or their favourite book to read… because
those things will matter more for their education than their performance on this yearʼs NAPLAN test.

Dr Justin Coulson
Dr Justin Coulson is a dad to 6 daughters. He is the parenting expert and co-host of Channel 9ʼs
Parental Guidance, and he and his wife host Australiaʼs #1 podcast for parents and family: The
Happy Families podcast. He has written 6 books about families and parenting. For further details visit
www.happyfamilies.com.au.
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