Hononga Aotearoa mo nga Kura Karaitiana

28 April 2004

Hon Trevor Mallard

Minister of Education

Parliament Buildings

WELLINGTON

Dear Sir

MAKING A BIGGER DIFFERENCE FOR ALL STUDENTS

A Schooling Strategy Discussion Document

The New Zealand Association for Christian Schools (NZACS) thanks the Ministry of Education for the opportunity to respond to the discussion paper MAKING A BIGGER DIFFERENCE FOR ALL STUDENTS.

The membership of NZACS consists of 59 schools that are full members and several more that have representatives that are associate members.  The association has an informal relationship with about 24 other Christian schools.  The full member schools have a total of about 9000 students and the other 30 schools about 3000 students.  Most of these schools have waiting lists of prospective students often as large as 50% of the existing roll.  We are also aware of many families who wish to educate their children in a Christian school but for geographical or financial reasons cannot, and so do not attempt to apply to be on such a waiting list.  It is estimated that 4000 children in these families are home educated, and thousands more reluctantly send their children to the local state school.  Thus we represent a group that has much to gain or lose from government directions in education.

Question 1a

What do you think are the most important outcomes your children or tamariki, or students generally, need to have achieved by the end of their schooling?

The membership of the Association generally agrees that all the outcomes alluded to in the discussion document are important, and they are vigorously working at achieving these.  However, there are three ranges of outcomes that the discussion paper does not major on but we consider to be of high priority.  These are that of what may be termed 

· “spiritual” identity and purpose,

·  values and ethics, and

·  relationship attitudes and skills

“Spiritual” identity is far more fundamental than cultural identity, which is concerned with our identity in relation to other humans.  Although very important, cultural is only one facet of personal identity and does not give the student a sense of ultimate meaning.

By definition “secular” education struggles to address this issue.  It can only suggest that the student is ultimately a product of chance processes, and as such has no ultimate purpose.  Consequently, it has no cogent rational justification for 

· self esteem, and

· selfless values and ethical responsibilities except that they are the glue of a sustainable and synergetic society.

In contrast the Judeo-Christian worldview gives an answer to these ontological questions and inescapably connects moral responsibility to personal meaning.  We see that these outcomes of 

· knowing who you are, and

· being committed to using your unique abilities to make a difference in response to this knowledge

are fundamental to all outcomes of the education we provide.  These are the foundations for a healthy confidence or self esteem that motivates the achievement of the other outcomes, and without these all the other outcomes become ultimately futile.

Without the legal framework and social mores toward maintaining lasting marital and family relationships that existed in the past, it becomes even more crucial to 

make our students aware of the crucial role of committed family relationships, and 

promote in them a commitment to develop the attitudes and skills necessary to enjoy life with family as an integral component.

Question 1b

In what student outcomes do you think we need to make the most improvement in the next five years and why?

Notwithstanding the value and necessity of other important outcomes, the 3 outcomes outlined in our answer to 1a above are our unique and main concern, for the reasons given above.

The “total environment” of Christian special character schools (private or integrated), Christian homes and local Christian communities can model and nurture these ideas, values, attitudes and skills. 

Question 2a

What do you think are the biggest opportunities and challenges facing your school, or schooling nationally, over the next five years?

Opportunities

Given government cooperation, there is an opportunity to grow and start more special character schools which provide an education undergirded by Christian principles and values.

The flexibility of the unit standards and the new NCEA qualifications offer senior secondary departments the opportunity to develop a range of courses which include Christian perspectives and values, so that what is taught is consistent with the schools’ special characters.

Challenges

The challenge of convincing the Ministry of Education that there is an increasing demand for special character schooling, and to make it easier for special character schools to be established, be integrated, grow, and expand into secondary schooling.

The challenge of finding staff time to develop courses which are consistent with the schools’ special character within the framework of the new NCEA level Qualifications.

The challenge of finding staff who can (or educating staff to) think and practise teaching within a Christian rather than the secular framework prevalent in the current NZ education system.

Question 2b

What can be done by government, school leaders, teachers, boards of trustees, families, whanau and/or others to help schools or schooling nationally, to make the most of these opportunities and to meet these challenges?

To address these challenges the Ministry of Education could: 

Make it easier for special character schools to be established, be integrated, grow, and expand into secondary schooling.

Provide more resources in the form of grants or contracts for staff to develop courses of study that are both consistent with Christian schools’ special character and are assessable within the NCEA framework. 

Recognise the role of Teacher Education providers who specialise in educating teachers for special character schools and ensure that these institutions are equally accessible financially as other Teacher Education providers. 

Offer these institutes funding for in-service development on assessment for teachers, or provide schools with professional development funding that can be used to purchase the services of these institutes.

Question 3a

Please tell us what priority you think each action area should have for schooling, over the next five years, by circling a number after each action area using the following scale:

1  =  low priority

2  =  medium priority

3  =  high priority

4  =  unsure

This is a difficult thing to do, as at different occasions in the education process, each needs to be a high priority.  Therefore we have commented on each action area.

	· 
	Focusing on quality teaching
	3

	· 
	Strengthening family and community involvement
	3

	· 
	Raising expectations for achievement of all learners
	2

	· 
	Focusing on outcomes
	2

	· 
	Developing a collaborative and responsive education network
	2

	· 
	Promoting the knowledge base of the sector
	2

	· 
	Focusing resources on our priorities
	3

	· 
	Supporting the future-proofing of our education institutions
	3


Question 3b

Are there other things (not included in the action areas in Q3a above) you think should be given a high priority over the next five years?  If so, please indicate what they are and why?

Included in “our priorities” in the answer to Q3a are the concerns raised in Q1 and Q2 above.

Question 3c

In each of the areas you have indicated should be given a high priority, in Q3a and Q3b above, how can the most improvement be made in outcomes for your children or tamariki, in your school or in schooling nationally? (In your answer please clearly state which action areas you are referring to.)

Focusing on quality of teaching

· Provide equal opportunity for teachers to be educated in institutions that address the fundamental “why” questions rather than mere technicist approaches to education.  We are aware that few courses offered to pre-service teachers address questions of basic paradigms of thinking, the presumed metaphors underpinning educational practice and values of teachers and decision makers.  Such thinking is a vital component in preparing teachers for future change.

· Transfer of funds for providing in-service teacher professional development from the Ministry of Eduction to the schools.  This should enable schools to respond to their own professional development needs.

· Examining the emphasis of research in grading of tertiary education providers.  As important as research is, we question whether the approval of and funding of tertiary teaching should be so tied to research culture instead of the actual quality of teaching provided.  The observed outcomes in terms of quality should be the main criterion for funding.

Strengthening family and community involvement

· Involvement follows ownership.  If families and their community support networks have easier access to the school of their choice, or can more easily establish a school that caters for their cultural requirements, they will invariably become more involved.

· Promote the idea that teachers do not take the place of parents but work alongside them.  This is a paradigm shift for many parents and teachers.

· Schools could develop strategies whereby parents could be given the opportunity to be involved in the planning of courses of instruction, or informed on a regular basis on the objectives and principles underpinning courses being taught.

Raising Expectations for Achievement of all Learners
· Schools could lead students to get a purpose for living.  One strategy is to introduce students to people with whom they can identify and who are models of achievement in a wide range of vocations and endeavours.

Focusing on Outcomes
· Although this is a priority, the recent introduction of NCEA has necessitated the distraction of teachers’ energies away from the other aspects of the process of learning.  Time needs to be given to ensuring that the foundations for achievement outcomes are laid at the lower levels.

Developing a collaborative and Responsive Education Network

· A culture of collaboration develops out of common purpose and vision.  Those involved in the work of education need to hear about and be inspired by the efforts of our colleagues.  More emphasis in the media and in communication within the system needs to be made on the great work done by teachers around the country.  The sense of collegiality achieved will produce increased cooperation.  The Ministry of Education could invest time and funds to achieve greater communication about educational aspirations and achievements in both state and independent schools.

Promoting the Knowledge base of the Sector
· Connection between research and educational practice needs to be better facilitated.  The publication, SET is good, but the Ministry could invest more time and funds into communicating the results of research to teachers and board members in a form that is easily understood without large amounts of reading and in a way that makes connection with educational practice. 

Focusing Resources on our Priorities

· See our responses to Questions 1 and 2

Supporting the future-proofing of our education institutions

· We cannot underestimate the value of teacher education in ensuring the future of our education system.  We need teachers who are able to think critically and “outside the box” to be successful in our changing world.  The best systems, curriculum and assessment tools are only as good as the professionals who use them.   See comments about teacher education above.

· Continual vigilance of, rather than control, of all institutions providing education.  Outside control stifles creativity and flexibility to respond to changing needs.  Schools need to have more leeway to trial alternative school structures that are more responsive to changing student needs.

· Continued provision of resources, support systems and funding for professional development 

Focus on Values and Ethics Education.

· Provide funding for the development of ethics, values and attitudes education for The New Zealand Curriculum.

· Protect the special character of integrated religious state schools and their right to teach their religious perspectives in relation to all of the curriculum.

Question 4

What do you think could be done, or is being done, to help achieve these education goals for Maori in your school or in schooling nationally?

Some of our Christian schools are bilingual.  As a network of Christian schools we offer assistance to schools with economic challenges.  Currently, these schools fall into that category.

This association is keen to encourage and assist other Christian Maori communities to own their children’s education by establishing and growing their own Christian schools.

This association encourages Christian schools to be more involved with their local Maori communities, with marae stays, Maori parents and leaders being involved in the planning and delivery of courses.

Question 5a

What do you think is currently working well to help improve outcomes for your children or tamariki, for students in your school, or for students nationally?

In response to parental demand, special character schools are providing education for their children.  Christian schools are connecting with Christian families’ deepest held convictions in such a way that meaning and purpose are given to their children’s education. The provision of integrated schools is greatly assisting in providing this parental choice in education.

The Christian schools most successful in achieving their desired outcomes seem to be those who are prepared to be distinctively Christian by applying their special character to all of the school’s systems, curriculum and practices, and have a commitment to doing it with excellence.  Some of these schools are small and are committed to staying small to achieve their desired outcomes.

Question 5b

What do you think the main barriers are to improving outcomes for your children or tamariki, for students in your school, or for students nationally?

The main barrier to the success of some children is the limitations placed on children by their family life.  Disrupted families and dysfunctional families are clearly the main barrier to achievement of student outcomes.  This does not always correlate to poverty.  Rather attitudes and lifestyle choices may affect family finances, the stability of family life, and the lack of appropriate parental support for their children’s success at school.  Although there are other agencies in the community such as churches and welfare agencies addressing this issue, some of our schools provide parenting courses or seminars to help their families.

The current system does not give poor families equal access to Christian schooling.  There are still many places in NZ where there is not a local integrated Christian school.  There are other places where there is no room in the local Christian schools.  This is a barrier to potential students’ success.

Question 6

Thinking about all the responses you have given above, what are the one or two things you think would result in the most improvement in outcomes for your children or tamariki, for students in your school or for students nationally?

The association wishes to emphasis the points raised in response to questions 1, 2 and 5b.  These are all related to attitudes, values and ethics that form the glue to a successful society, and so are essential to the “future proofing” of the whole of our nation.  They are issues that “secular” education struggles with, and so we recommend measures which assist the establishment and success of special character schools as a key factor that a government can do to achieve success in this area.

Question 7

Finally, if there are any other comments you would like to add please provide them here.

We thank the Minister and Ministry for providing us with this opportunity to contribute to the discussion. Please accept our submission to and our thanks for this consultation document.

Yours faithfully

Gregg Weaver

Chairman

On behalf of the Executive of the

NZ Association for Christian Schools
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