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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
This paper engages, Sara Ahmed'’s theorising on ‘the uses of use’ to Received 18 May 2023
frame an analysis of the hidden, embedded effects of standardised Accepted 16 October 2023
testing policy that have become normative practice/s in KEYWORDS
Queensland, Australia. It (re)examines data from an ethno-case Standardised testing;
study into the datafication of assessment and learning over one NAPLAN: data; teachers;
school year, in primary and secondary schooling contexts, to under- accountability; use
stand the uses of the National Assessment Program - Literacy and

Numeracy (NAPLAN) in a new, critical light. We explore schools’

contemporary uses of NAPLAN - intended or otherwise - to

demonstrate how the policy effects of NAPLAN have become insi-

diously submerged within the daily practices in schools. Drawing

on interviews with 27 teachers and seven school leaders, classroom

and staff meeting observations, and artefact data, we reveal the

invisible yet profoundly altering presence of NAPLAN and its con-

sequences. Specifically, we analyse the ways in which NAPLAN

practices, structures and technologies are both hidden and yet

manifestly altering as a) practices that disappear into their uses,

becoming unidentifiable and routine; and b) practices that follow

well-used pathways that further embed particular uses. We counter

rhetoric of NAPLAN normativity and complacency, instead demon-

strating that its current uses, while not originally intended, are

insidious and profound.

Introduction

In this paper, we draw on Sara Ahmed’s (2019) notions of ‘use’ and its associated
functions and practices, to understand the nature and effects of standardised testing
policy, specifically the National Assessment Program - Literacy and Numeracy
(NAPLAN) in Queensland, Australia. Introduced in 2008, NAPLAN is an annual
standardised testing regime in which all Australian children in Years 3, 5, 7, and 9 are
tested on Literacy (reading, writing, and language conventions) and Numeracy. In recent
decades, data from standardised testing in international and national contexts have
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dominated the discourse on improving schooling and educational outcomes (Addey
et al., 2017; Hardy 2014; Lingard et al., 2016). In fact, education now seems to be almost
exclusively considered in relation to the ‘measurement and comparison of educational
outcomes’ in the aim to raise standards (Biesta 2009, 33). With many countries now
participating in International Large Scale Assessments (ILSAs), we are seeing a global
phenomenon that is “. . .shaping assessment cultures within nations’ (Addey et al., 2017,
438). As noted by Martens et al. (2016), international assessments have become a globally
accepted phenomenon to which national schooling systems respond. The results of these
international studies are influencing policy decisions within nation-states and reorganis-
ing and restructuring their educational systems. Although the first international studies
can be dated back to 1964, the OECD’s PISA, introduced in 2000, has gained ongoing
significant growth through both political and media attention and response. PISA
positioned itself as a guide for educational reform within the context of the neoliberal
push for increased accountability and transparency within nation-states, becoming an
authority in assessing academic performance and shaping what is understood as ‘good
education’ at the national level (Martens et al., 2016).

Of particular interest to this paper is that as such global and national policy conditions
influence education in Australia, the global rise of ‘policy as numbers’ has become the
‘reductive norm’ within education systems (Lingard 2011) and as part of the Global
Education Reform Movement (GERM) (Sahlberg 2007, 2021). Sahlberg (2007) explains
the three common features in this global movement across education systems as the
‘standardisation of education,” ‘increased focus on literacy and numeracy’ and ‘conse-
quential accountability systems’ (Sahlberg 2007, 151). These ‘market oriented reform
strategies’ (Sahlberg 2007, 147) have brought with them a ‘juggernaut’ of international
and national testing (Wyatt-Smith and Adie 2018), impacting educational priorities and
giving rise to what Biesta (2010) calls the ‘age of measurement’ and the ‘measurement
industry’ (Biesta 2016). Sahlberg (2021) notes that while GERM is not a ‘formal global
policy program’ it has evolved as an ‘unofficial educational agenda’ (p. 142) through the
reliance on a set of popularised assumptions on how best to improve education systems.

Importantly, the problematic nature of such educational reform is evident in how
broader policy conditions play out in practice. As noted by Ball (2015), we, as neoliberal
subjects, are incited to relentlessly work on improving ourselves to ‘drive up our
numbers, our performance, our outputs — both in our personal lives and our work
lives” (p. 299). Thus, those in schools are governed through numbers (Ozga 2009) and
through quantification and comparison (Ozga 2008), with conceptions of education also
shifting towards being governed by numbers and statistics (Grek 2009). Such governance
by numbers is also playing out within the broader debates of ‘big data’ (Beer 2016;
Kitchin 2014), and digital data infrastructures that materialise large volumes of data
(Clutterbuck 2020), that have come to regulate cultural norms and societal values
(Bradbury and Roberts-Holmes 2018).

Positioned within the global policies and pressures of ILSAs, the promotion of the core
work of education, being to improve educational outcomes through test-based data
centric accountabilities, is expressed at the national and local level (Hardy 2018).
While such policy contexts are perhaps more established in the US and UK contexts,
within Australia today the high-stakes nature of data has been stimulated through
NAPLAN and the publication of NAPLAN results on the MySchool website
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(Klenowski and Wyatt-Smith 2012). These policy conditions foster systems of account-
ability as an integral part of school practices, altering what counts as effective perfor-
mance (Gore et al.,, 2023), good teaching (Holloway 2021) and quality schooling
(Mockler 2020). Much research has examined how NAPLAN as a neoliberal assessment
regime performs as a catalyst for increased performativity logics at both the system as
well as the school levels (Hardy 2015). Specifically, the pressure to perform on NAPLAN
has reduced staff morale (Spina 2017), increased work-related stress and yet reduced time
for quality teaching and learning (Wyn et al., 2014) and introduced a logic of comparison
where teachers constantly engage in ‘talk’ about how students are positioned on
NAPLAN results (Hardy 2015).

Importantly, discourses of NAPLAN have consistently shown divergent points of view
about the testing regime since its inception. NAPLAN was originally conceived as
a measure to identify students who were not meeting minimum standards for literacy
and numeracy, and to more effectively target funding based on need. NAPLAN was also
positioned with a strong social justice and equity orientation, with an aim to increase
transparency and accountability and to help disadvantaged school communities lift their
performance. While NAPLAN became regarded as a catalyst for decision-making regard-
ing government funding and the distribution of services, this compounded the stakes of
such performance measures (Hardy 2014) and further morphed NAPLAN into
a technology of surveillance. While researchers have long highlighted it as being high-
stakes (e.g. Klenowski and Wyatt-Smith 2012; Thompson 2013), policymakers and
politicians have argued that it is low-stakes, and as intended only to provide feedback
to teachers, students and their families about learning progress. Policymakers and
politicians have also positioned the testing as ‘not new’ and have contrasted it alongside
ostensibly higher-stakes testing which hold direct consequences for students, such as end
of high-school exams (ACARA 2014). Research has directly challenged the construction
of NAPLAN being low-stakes, such as Howell’s (2017) research showing children’s
perspectives of the testing regime. Howell (2017, 570) notes that ‘claims that NAPLAN
is experienced negatively by some children have been consistently dismissed’. However,
many of the children in her study experienced the test as being negative, and 20% of the
children in her study described physical symptoms of anxiety manifesting as sleepless-
ness, fear, and other negative physical symptoms.

In this paper, we suggest NAPLAN’s embeddedness in Australian schooling, policy
and practice indicates that it is working as it was intended - as a key driver for schooling
reform. We demonstrate in our analysis that NAPLAN follows a well-worn discursive
pathway as a high-stakes, pressurised testing system, evident in practices and infrastruc-
ture. By its very nature, when working as intended, it disappears into its uses - into the
tools, practices and logics it generates, becoming an embedded feature of the system it
influences (Ahmed 2019). In this article, we deploy Ahmed’s theoretical work on the uses
of use; how exploring the way/s an item is used - in ways that are both visible and
overused - can offer new insights into the ways that particular objects become invisible
and yet profoundly altering. To do this, we analyse interviews with 27 teachers and seven
school leaders in one public primary school and one public secondary school, as well as
classroom and staff meeting observations and artefact data from both school sites. In
doing so, we highlight the invisible and altering presence of NAPLAN and its conse-
quences on teachers’ work and wider schooling structures and practices.
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The original contributions of our work are twofold. First, our paper contributes new
understandings about how NAPLAN practices, structures and technologies are hidden
yet manifest as a) practices that disappear into their uses, and b) practices along well-used
pathways that further embed particular uses. We counter the rhetoric of NAPLAN
receding as a policy mechanism and instead show how the insidious and sedimentary
practices associated with NAPLAN suggest that NAPLAN as a performative account-
ability technology is indeed working as intended and thus disappearing from view.
The second contribution of our paper is theoretical: our development of Ahmed’s
work as a theoretical lens to understand these practices serves as a novel approach within
this field of research.

The paper is structured as follows. We first provide contextual information about
the schooling system in which this study is located, followed by details of the study
design and analysis. Our analysis is structured into two key themes: 1) NAPLAN as
an infrastructure with associated practices disappearing into its uses, and 2) NAPLAN
being discursively constructed as a high-stakes testing regime which follows well-
worn pathways which promote particular uses or practices, and limits the possibility
of others.

Accountability, data and NAPLAN

Australian education policy since the early 1980s has responded to broader policy trends
of marketisation and neoliberalism (Connell 2013) - forces that have had profound
impacts on social and economic policy (Western et al. 2007) and schooling (Davies and
Bansel 2007). Australian education policymaking has seen the effects of the local adop-
tion of global policies, a phenomenon referred to as ‘policy-borrowing’ (Auld and Morris
2014; Lingard 2010). This, as well as the combination of market logics and constant
schooling reform, has seen regulation and standardisation become policymaking con-
stants (Groundwater-Smith and Mockler 2018). In the early 2000s, the federal Labor
government introduced a range of nationalisation reforms. These included standardised
testing regimes (the National Assessment Program - Literacy and Numeracy
(NAPLAN)) and a centralised website for the reporting of data on school demographics
and performance (MySchool), as well as a national curriculum and a central curriculum
and reporting authority (the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting
Authority (ACARA)) (Lingard 2010). These policy technologies are now established
features of the Australian schooling system (Lewis et al., 2020) and have created new
conditions for teachers and policymaking, characterised most substantively by data-
driven logics (Hardy 2014) and cultures of accountability (Thompson 2013).

The research context: a year of schooling in Queensland

When use can be separated from function, use seems to come after. But starting with use
might require going back even further, before some-thing became functional, before a cup
came to be a cup, a utensil, a thing from which we can drink. When would a story of use
begin? (Ahmed 2019, 24)
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NAPLAN has been central in Queensland’s education policy and political imaginary
since its introduction in 2008. After performing comparatively poorly in the inaugural
round of testing, the Queensland government and education system made it a core driver
of their school improvement agenda. A significant body of research has been conducted
on the effects of this decision in Queensland in particular, and the subsequent conse-
quences for teachers’ work (Daliri-Ngametua et al.,, 2022), children’s experiences of
schooling (Howell 2017), and principals’ leadership practices (Heffernan 2016; Mills
and Niesche 2014). Further research has explored the systemic approaches and infra-
structure developed in response to Queensland’s focus on NAPLAN as a core tenet of
policy (Clutterbuck et al., 2021; Lewis and Hardy 2015). As noted previously, while
research has established NAPLAN as high-stakes and shown its pernicious effects, the
aforementioned debate about the high-stakes nature of NAPLAN continues to be shaped
by policy-as-text and policy-as-discourse (Ball 1993) which simultaneously entrenches
the position held by NAPLAN through targets, language, and strategy while also posi-
tioning NAPLAN as no longer being important and simply a low-stakes part of a wider
accountability regime/infrastructure (Queensland Department of Education and
Training and Queensland Teachers’ Union 2018; Queensland Teachers’ Union 2018).

Theoretical framework: Sara Ahmed and the uses of use

We take Ahmed’s, 2019 notions of ‘use’ as our point of departure in analysing these data.
The conceptual tools offered by Ahmed in her analysis of ‘use’ afford an understanding of
intended and consequential policy effects of NAPLAN and similar accountability
regimes. We deploy these tools to explore NAPLAN as a phenomenon which has become
embedded in Australian education and schooling. In particular, we take up two key ideas:
the ways things disappear into their uses, become insidiously invisible and yet influential,
and the well-used, familiar pathways which embed particular uses of a thing, diminishing
the possibilities for imagining otherwise.

Disappearing into uses

One of Ahmed’s (2019) key arguments on the uses of use is that an object working as
intended disappears from view; it is subsumed within its functionality, becoming both
familiar and altering. It is also true that things can be designed this way, to disappear and
to become unnoticed, so that it is no longer possible to identify the object’s origins, or to
imagine what was possible before or without it. In this paper, we take an object - the
NAPLAN testing regime — and consider its uses and the technologies and rationalities
underpinning these uses, to argue that the regime is so deeply embedded in the everyday
grammar of schooling in Australia — in ways that extend beyond its intended use - that it
is no longer identifiable or noticeable.

Ahmed (2019) also writes on uses that emerge after an object’s conception, and the
ways that visibility may transform as uses do. Uses can also emerge after an object is
designed, writes Ahmed, and therefore, the eventual use of an object should not be
confused with the original intentions. The evolution of the use of an object happens in
such a way that something might appear to be unused while being used. The ways that
things are used may occur without leaving traces, Ahmed suggests, or, traces one might
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expect to be able to see. She notes use as being ‘a frame: not all activities appear as uses if
not all uses appear’ (p. 60-61). So not only does an object disappear when working as
intended, it can also become hidden when it is not being used in ways one would expect
to see. It becomes less obvious and appears to be unused, when in reality it is being used
in different ways.

Ahmed (2019) notes that despite alterations to the intended or initial use of an object,
these do not necessarily stop it from working. However, taking up an object for different
uses can not only disguise the object itself, but deeply embed it within a particular space.
Ahmed writes that spaces can then become organised around particular uses, and these
might or might not be obvious. In organising space in particular ways, we can make the
use of something easier or more likely. Ahmed describes this as ‘hap’ and explains the
ways that ‘hap’ aids the object in disappearing from view:

It might appear as if the moment of use is hap: that this person or that person just happens to
fit the requirements the way the stone just happens to be the same size as the hole in a wall.
But once a building has been built, once it has taken form, more or less, some more than
others, will fit the requirements. Fitting is still dependent on work: social reproduction
works by tending to disappear as work. (Ahmed 2019, 185)

The invisible work that is built into the moment of use appearing as ‘hap’ is a core focus
of this paper. We suggest in later sections that the reproduction of NAPLAN, its
practices, uses and ideas, occurs through work that is largely invisible and is already
subsumed into the logics and practices of teaching and learning. These seemingly
incidental uses, that appear neutral and normative, are actually ideological, suggests
Ahmed; she writes that things are used in certain ways because of the ways structures
and processes are built around them. This is an important distinction in our analysis of
NAPLAN’s presence in contemporary schooling; practices and uses that are now routine
and rudimentary are built into existence by a system governed by NAPLAN logics.

We argue in this paper that the structure of NAPLAN is evident in myriad ways in
decision-making that happens in schools, many of which are hidden or go unnoticed.
Entire infrastructures are built around the use of particular objects, such as NAPLAN,
but its use is also evident in everyday decisions from school leaders and teachers. Like
Ahmed (2019, 206), we see the ways the ‘small acts of use [...] over time’ become
foundations that enable particular ways of working, that welcome particular approaches,
and that exclude other possibilities and perspectives from fitting within schooling
systems and contemporary practices. These building blocks and small acts of use can
be conceptualised as pathways, a notion we explore further below.

Well-used pathways

The notion of well-used pathways, introduced by Ahmed (2019), maintains that use and
overuse of items over time creates familiar ways of thinking and being that reinforce the
normativity of their use. At the same time, she argues, this familiarity makes much more
difficult the notion of resistance or imagination of possibilities that something could be
different. The pathways created by use — or the common ways of using something —
become so embedded that it becomes difficult to imagine a different way of working.
Particular uses of an object will become restrictive and things or spaces that are
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repeatedly used in one way ‘will become less receptive’ to other ways of working (p. 59).
We use this heuristic to analyse the ways the ubiquitous infrastructure surrounding
NAPLAN makes it easier for it to permeate into other uses, beyond its initial intentions.

On the use and overuse of objects, Ahmed (2019) writes that while objects function
better after use, as any friction or ‘roughness’ is levelled by interaction, the well-worn
path becoming ‘smoother, easier’ (p. 38). There is an inherent materiality to using
something well; the tangibility of use functioning as resistance to the ephemeral. It
reminds users, too, that any past use makes a stake in the future; past use makes way
for future use. One limitation, though, of use/overuse, is that the more well-used some
paths become, the fewer pathways appear available. The options for use become limited
to those that have been used well before. Once this overuse occurs, and the options of use
are restricted, there becomes a point when its usage no longer makes things easier; in fact,
an object can become ‘overused’ and therefore it stops being usable at all (p. 47). Using
something, Ahmed argues, can mean ‘wearing it out’ (p. 38); intertwining human
involvement, mingling with and through the object, changing the way the object exists
in the world. Inevitably, use means friction, tension and wear.

Well-used pathways create impediments to resistance, suggests Ahmed (2019), an
argument that warrants the analysis of NAPLAN’s well-used logics to invite other ways of
thinking and doing. Ahmed argues that the embedded and commonly accepted nature of
these well-used pathways are often left to individual people to resist, or to conceptualise
alternatives. However, Ahmed suggests that this is particularly difficult and should not be
up to individuals to do; to resist the use of something which is commonly accepted, or
a well-used pathway, places people into precarious positions. Subsequently, it creates
difficulties for them - it becomes more effort to resist, and resistance holds material
consequences. It is possible that teachers who resist these pathways can be taken away
from opportunities to participate in decision-making and can miss out on career oppor-
tunities and ‘the paths that lead not just through, but up the organisation’ (p. 78).

The concept of well-used pathways offers an innovative approach to understanding
the position held by NAPLAN and associated policies and discourses within a wider
education system. In working with this concept, we contribute new possibilities for
understanding the implicit and explicit place and effects of high stakes testing which
could be taken up in research in other contexts which share similar policy regimes.

Methods and methodology

This paper draws on data generated as part of a doctoral research project using
a theoretically informed ethno-case study (Parker-Jenkins 2018) to explore the nature
and effects of the datafication of assessment and learning on student, teacher and whole
school/leader practices in two middle class public schools'. Evergreen Public Primary
School and Mainview Public Secondary School were selected as the focus of this study as
they are both high performing schools on a range of measures, including academic
performance in both school-based and external assessments. The data derive from 58
semi-structured interviews with 27 teachers and seven school leaders (including teachers
of Prep to Year 9) as well as observations in classrooms, professional learning commu-
nities and a range of artefacts from within both school sites. All interviews and observa-
tion data were de-identified to adhere to the ethical guidelines as mandated by the



8 R. DALIRI-NGAMETUA ET AL.

Australian ‘National Statement of Ethical Conduct in Human Research’ (NHMRC,
2018). The data were generated over the duration of one school year in order to examine
the impact of datafication on practices that merge and diverge over time, including in
relation to the sometimes unexpected external conditions that unfold over time.

Approach to analysis
Secondary analysis

We revisited data that were initially generated as part of a doctoral research project,
bringing a new theoretical lens to the analysis. Methodological writing has highlighted
challenges faced in undertaking secondary analyses of data by new researchers, or
archived data which can lose important contextual detail (e.g. Corti et al., 2005). As
one of the authors of this paper was the original researcher of the parent study, our
process involved continually discussing and reflecting on the data together, seeking
insights and observations about context and the original data generation process.
Sherif (2018) suggested that secondary analysis - when knowing these important details
about the original research - can bring new insights when applying a new theoretical
framework. Our intersecting areas of interest and expertise include education policy
enactment, teachers’ work and lives, and the effects of accountability and external
pressures on school-based practices. These diverse and overlapping interests enabled us
to bring new insights to these existing data through our ongoing discussions and
collaborative analysis, both of which draw on our respective perspectives.

We undertook a thematic analysis informed by our collective reading of Ahmed’s
(2019) work. Our analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s (2022) deductive thematic
analysis approach, which recognises the importance of theory and engagement with
literature. As part of our analysis, data were read and re-read alongside conversations
among the three authors which spanned months and challenged, provoked, and coa-
lesced around our various interpretations of the teachers’ stories shared within this paper.
Themes were generated and refined through this process, informed by Ahmed’s writing
and the key ideas we found were recurring in our reflections. The following analysis
section is centred around two of these themes — the ways NAPLAN disappears into its
uses, and NAPLAN as a well-worn discursive pathway.

Analysis and discussion
NAPLAN hidden in plain sight: disappearing into its uses

The puddle does not exist in order that Poppy can drink from it. But once a puddle exists, it
can come into use. Use can come after. (Ahmed 2019, 23)

Ahmed (2019) writes briefly of her dog, Poppy, drinking from a bowl that has been
purposefully placed by the door, or drinking from a puddle, which exists only because of
a confluence of circumstances — the shape of the land and the weather. According to
Ahmed, the puddle Poppy drinks from does not exist so that Poppy can drink from it —
rather, once a puddle exists, it can ‘come into use’ (p. 23). As Ahmed suggests, use can
indeed come after creation.
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We draw on this analogy to consider the circumstances of NAPLAN’s emergence,
and the misalignment of its intended uses and its current uses. NAPLAN’s con-
temporary uses — and in particular, those outlined in this paper - to guide
curriculum development, to dictate teacher resources, to drive the presence and
use of its data in schools, did not inspire NAPLAN’s existence. Rather, these use/s
come after. They do not form part of its intended function; its uses are the result of
the evolution of its functions and purposes. While it is used, in this process, ‘it is
being transformed’ (Ahmed 2019, 22, emphasis added), until its uses become some-
thing else entirely different from intended. Indeed, Ahmed suggests, it is entirely
possible that the way something is used becomes separated from its intended
function.

The uses for NAPLAN described by the teachers in this section emerge after
NAPLAN’s introduction, and after several years of implementation and evolution.
These accounts offer examples of NAPLAN’s transformation, and the shaping of the
testing, its meaning and purposes, by the uses that have emerged after years of imple-
mentation. Ahmed (2019, 26) writes that it is important to note how an object is ‘shaped
by the requirements of its use’. NAPLAN too is shaped not by its intended purposes, its
guiding orientations and principles, but by schools’, departments’ and states’ require-
ments of its use.

Teachers in this study described NAPLAN’s evolution, to its current status as
a dictating force in curriculum development, teaching priorities and resource allocation.
These uses, emergent and troublesome, and separated from initial imagined uses, signal
not only NAPLAN’s transformation, but also its act of existing as a covert, influential
policy driver.

Genevieve, an upper primary teacher at Evergreen, described her school changing
their teaching significantly in response to their NAPLAN performance:

For example, we would have loved to spend longer on narrative, but we couldn’t because we
have to look at persuasive, because it could be narrative or persuasive in NAPLAN. If we
didn’t have NAPLAN, we wouldn’t have that monkey on our back.

Similarly, Louise, an upper primary teacher at Evergreen, recalled the curriculum at her
school being ‘all NAPLAN driven’. The types of writing completed by the students at
Evergreen are either narrative or persuasive in order to reflect the writing performed on
NAPLAN. She explained:

So, the curriculum in a lot of schools, the writing task is centred around those, so the kids are
quite proficient at it by the time they get to NAPLAN, which is a shame because poetry is
gone; poetry is always shoved at the end of a term. So, you've got two weeks of poetry.
Drama’s gone down the toilet, all those things.

The narrowing of school curriculum is a well-documented side-effect of NAPLAN’s
looming presence over teachers and schools (Berliner 2011; Thompson and Harbaugh
2013). At Evergreen, NAPLAN has necessitated the development of a whole-school
strategy around literacy, for example. NAPLAN’s function as a curriculum driver, an
influence on the forms of writing permitted, and curriculum design and implementation,
resembles an emergent use for NAPLAN as an educational technology, and one that has
developed after its existence, rather than during the process of initiation.
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Another emergent use of NAPLAN was described by Molly, a school leader at
Evergreen, who outlined circumstances where NAPLAN dictates staffing decisions:

Those year levels that sit NAPLAN, 3 and 5, we obviously make decisions about what
teachers, what staff, we’re going to put on those year levels. What staff we’re going to put on
the year levels before, to make sure that the children are, you know, skilled up.

Similarly, Kelsey, an upper primary teacher at Evergreen explained the pressure to
perform in NAPLAN dictates the allocation of support staff resources in the school:

In the past, we haven’t had a lot of learning support in Year 6, because that has been pushed
to Year 5 and Year 4 for NAPLAN. So those teachers have gone to the NAPLAN years,
because, you know, NAPLAN is important.

The uses such as guiding staffing decisions and determining learning support resource
allocation are evolved uses of NAPLAN. They are a product of its transformation,
separately completed from the design of its intended use and are often covert in nature.
This usefulness, however, does not originate in NAPLAN itself; it is not built into it
inherently. Ahmed (2019) writes, ‘if the usefulness of a thing gives it a use value, the value
does not originate simply in that thing’ (pp. 25-26). NAPLAN’s value in informing
curriculum design, determining staffing decisions, and providing data to teachers do not
‘originate simply’ in its existence (p. 25-26). These are use values that emerged after it has
been appropriated, transformed and repackaged according to its evolved uses. It therefore
is not an inherently useful tool; the usefulness is attributed after its evolution, after it has
been repurposed in ways that were unintended.

Important questions that must be asked of NAPLAN are whether it is working as was
intended, and if it is useful. Ahmed (2019, 21) writes that once something stops working,
or can no longer be used, it ‘intrudes into consciousness’. It might be argued that this is
observed in the contemporary manifestation of NAPLAN and its associated practices,
structures and technologies. In NAPLAN’s intrusion into consciousness, its implicit,
covert existence in subsumption into practices of teaching, it forms part of the con-
sciousness of education, and lingers dangerously as an underpinning and orienting
rationale. Ahmed adds, “‘We might call what cannot be used broken’ (p. 21).

At Evergreen, leadership’s position that NAPLAN was not regarded as a significant
point of concern, provides an example of the way that NAPLAN, operating as intended,
subsides from view, yet still determining particular orientations within the school toward
its NAPLAN performance. Jackie, a member of the Primary Leadership Team, in
suggesting that ‘we’ve got to rely on our good teaching,” maintains an orientation toward
NAPLAN performance, even as the intention was to demonstrate how the school has
‘moved away’ from NAPLAN-oriented practice. In the school’s reliance on ‘good teach-
ing,” the school remains performance oriented, although noting their exceptionalism in
not having to resort to less-ideal methods, such as curriculum narrowing and NAPLAN
preparation. This indicates a level of privilege afforded by their NAPLAN performance,
which the school attributes to their ‘good teaching,” when it actually is in part a reflection
of the correlation between NAPLAN performance and socio-economic status. Further,
Maggie’s position that the school is ‘pretty good as not putting too big an emphasis on
NAPLAN; is indicative not of this reality, but of the covert mechanisms, processes and
practices that exist within the school that demonstrate the opposite of what is expressed
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by leadership. Additionally, Jackie’s insistence that, ‘We don’t track through NAPLAN,
we really don’t,) is contradicted by comments offered by staff about the influence of
NAPLAN performance on the school’s teaching practices. Melissa, an Upper Primary
Teacher, reflected:

Regardless of how many times people will say ‘don’t worry about NAPLAN - it’s all good!
they still have meetings about it; they still compare your data; they still share the results; it is
still important for schools and what the data is like; there is still that underlying pressure for
the teachers. So, for me ... grade 3 and grade 5 are not year levels that I want to be on. And
I have been vocal about that. I don’t feel that I have the experience to cope with that.

What these examples tell us is that NAPLAN preparation, focus and practices oriented
toward improving performance — consequences of evolutions of NAPLAN’s purposes —
have become covert and seamless, submerged within the school’s normative practice and
disassociated from what is considered NAPLAN preparation. Teachers and leaders
described no longer preparing for NAPLAN and being guided by it, when in practice
their orientations are attuned to it across their teaching, learning and leading. This
suggests that NAPLAN is now a seamless and fixed component of teaching and leading
practice across many schools, and that it has been so successfully integrated into the
consciousness of school labour that it is no longer overtly recognisable; it has disappeared
from view.

The entrenchment of NAPLAN: well-used pathways

The more a path is used, the more a path is used. (Ahmed 2019, 41, emphasis in original)

In the previous section, we outlined the ways that NAPLAN rationalities and logics
become part of educators’ collective consciousness, and how NAPLAN’s problematics
are overruled by its ubiquitousness. In this section, we take up another of Ahmed’s, 2019
arguments on the uses of use, this time examining how NAPLAN use and overuse build
well-used pathways of practice complicating the possibilities of imagining otherwise.

The overuse of NAPLAN in schooling; the way/s that its functions have far exceeded
the intentions of its creators, mean that its uses have created a set of well-used pathways
to particular purposes and ways of using. Participants in the original study described the
ubiquity of NAPLAN’s use revealing well-worn paths to practices that function to justify
its own existence, and also dictate the ways that schooling is imagined by educators.

Molly, a school leader in a primary setting, described the need for NAPLAN in schools
for the purpose of ‘accountability’. “There’s got to be some level of rigour,” she explained.
The well-used pathways that attribute NAPLAN performance data to school account-
ability has become its own self-referential justification, which, from Molly’s perspective,
provides rigour that the system wouldn’t have without it. Molly continued, adding, ‘So
for accountability for teachers, day to day teaching, there has to be something dangling
up there saying “You're accountable to this™.

Here, Molly demonstrates NAPLAN accountability as a normative well-used path; she
is unable to imagine that education could be rigorous, or what educators could be trusted
to perform, without it. Similarly, Jackie expressed a view of curriculum shaped by
NAPLAN’s accountability logics:
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When I came here, they were doing everything, every KLA in the Australian Curriculum and
I just said, well pretty much literally, ‘What are you doing? It is not possible!” Because the
thing is, the only subjects we will ever be called to account on are English, Maths and
Science.

This demonstrates a self-subscription to the rationalities of NAPLAN culture, where
education is reduced to demonstrated growth on a limited number of subjects, rather
than students experiencing the breadth of the curriculum that attends to ‘a broad and
defensible range of schooling purposes’ (Lingard 2010, 135). This limited imagining of
the curriculum is echoed by Matt, a junior secondary teacher, who admitted:

Everything we do in Year 7 up until the 9s finish, is basically readying for that Year 9
[NAPLAN] test and about seeing that, how far they’ve come from Year 7 to Year 9, which
I understand is a good measure of the school. But still, the kids hate it.

These well-used purposes limit the imagining of how schooling can be and become.
Diane described this limitation, admitting that ‘it’s almost like NAPLAN is our bible, and
that all our teaching and learning revolves around that.” Diane’s comment here indicates
a devotion to this well-used path; a firm adherence to its teachings and its parameters.
This is an observation similar to Sean and Jackie’s, whose schools align subject availability
and curriculum design with NAPLAN testing topics. As Ahmed (2019) writes, when
these pathways become overused, fewer pathways become available, and in this case, it is
limiting the conceptualisation of education as experiential, as enjoyable. As Diane added:
‘... something else got left off, and I think it’s the enjoyment of classes. So, these kids are
just being hammered with this stuff over and over and over again’.

The possibilities for divergent teaching, for new possibilities and pathways, open up
again for teachers once their involvement in NAPLAN pressure subsides. Carey
described ‘this interesting little pocket’ in Grade 6 where NAPLAN is no longer relevant
to the school. So, he said, a new pathway emerges:

There’s a lot more, ‘Hey you know we’re not focused on NAPLAN, actually just teach.” Yeah!
So, it really creates this amazing environment where we can actually just focus on the
teaching without having to worry about NAPLAN.

Demonstrative of the insidiousness of NAPLAN, Carey recalling an ‘amazing environ-
ment’; where teachers are doing the minimum - just teaching - is a divergent pathway in
NAPLAN culture. This less-used pathway is created not by resistance to the culture, but
by the lessening of NAPLAN pressure in Grade 6—a year that does not sit NAPLAN.
Carey’s reflection indicates that the work of teaching is profoundly altered by the
particular year levels teachers might find themselves in, and therefore to ‘just teach’
becomes a method of resistance.

NAPLAN’s well-used logics have had a demonstrable effect on curriculum in
Australia, with research documenting curriculum narrowing (Thompson and
Harbaugh 2013) and concerted NAPLAN preparation (see Swain and Pendergast
2018). These practices embed NAPLAN as part of the teaching and learning agendas
of schools in ways never envisioned at its introduction, and this embeddedness and
overuse leads to friction and wear (Ahmed 2019), an observation echoed by Sean’s
observation that the kids ‘hate” the overuse of NAPLAN as curriculum guidance. The
impossibility of seeing otherwise is also notable in Sean’s example; the school’s strong
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performance on NAPLAN becomes a justification to continue in this way, and
resistance against the mechanisms of NAPLAN performativity is impossible, consid-
ering the correlation drawn between curriculum preparation and NAPLAN
performance.

Ahmed (2019) writes, on use and overuse, that ‘the more people travel on a path, the
flatter and smoother the surface becomes’ (p. 41). In these examples of teacher practice
and NAPLAN - the culture of NAPLAN accountability, shaping the curriculum, inform-
ing educators’ own understandings of the possibilities for practice, are consequences of
a flattened and smoothened path created by the others who have travelled before them.
This well-used path dictates the imaginings and possibilities for teaching and curriculum,
a direction educators are ‘encouraged to go in’ (p. 41) by the ease of the path established
before them.

In this sense, NAPLAN creates pathways within teaching and learning that perpetuate
the need for its own existence. These pathways, where there is a belief in the need for
NAPLAN for ‘rigour,” where subjects are mapped to a hierarchy of NAPLAN’s making,
where teachers self-subscribe to NAPLAN’s logic and loyally devote their practice to its
rationales. To create new pathways would involve interrogating the pathways built by
NAPLAN’s hold on teaching practice, forging new imaginaries that resist the shaping of
a system on well-used logics that limit the possibilities of Australia’s system of education.

Conclusion: exit points, resistance and new pathways

Happy shiny policies will be put in place, holes filled without reference to what went on
before. Organizations often use paper to paper over the cracks, the leaks. Or they send out
paper in order to create a trail, paper that can be used as evidence of what has been done.
Creating evidence of doing something is not the same thing as doing something. (Ahmed
2019, 214)

In this paper, we have deployed Ahmed’s, 2019 theoretical work on the uses of use to
work in a new way, taking it up to consider the unintended, and now profoundly altering,
uses of NAPLAN in contemporary schooling in Queensland, Australia. Ahmed’s writing
on the interactions of humans and objects makes two interesting points that we have used
in this paper to understand NAPLAN’s place in the imaginaries of teaching and learning.
First, Ahmed writes about objects disappearing from view when they function as
intended. Ahmed argues that objects become a covert part of the infrastructures of our
lives and worlds, so that their rationalities and logics seamlessly become our own.
Second, the notion of well-used pathways, Ahmed suggests that the over-use of particular
ways of doing and being limit the capacity for us to do and imagine otherwise. This has
particularly limiting effects on resisting normative ways of practicing teaching and
leading, where the well-used pathways are smooth and easeful, while less-used pathways
are more challenging to envision and pursue. Putting Ahmed’s writing to work in a new
way has enabled us to highlight the hidden and sedimentary nature of NAPLAN as part
of an infrastructure of accountability in schooling today that is working precisely as
intended.

We have argued that NAPLAN’s current uses represent a misalignment of its original
intentions; however, this evolution, leading to greater accountability, comparison and
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curriculum narrowing, are now seamlessly and insidiously integrated features of every-
day schooling practices and more broadly, of schooling infrastructure. As Ahmed (2019)
suggests, a way that an object is used is shaped by the requirements of its use, and in the
case of NAPLAN, improved performance as defined by narrow measures such as
NAPLAN scores, greater accountability and data visibility requirements have shaped
the way/s that NAPLAN is deployed by educators and policymakers. As an influential
policy driver in schools, and a mechanism used to inform staff decisions and resource
allocation, we have shown that NAPLAN rationalities now exist as a normative,
embedded element of school-level decision-making. As NAPLAN envelopes teachers’
practice, it becomes both normative and unremarkable, and so its reach becomes harder
to distinguish between what is teaching work, and what is NAPLAN-oriented teaching
work.

Our second argument is that NAPLAN has both established and enshrined well-used
pathways that form the key ideologies of teaching practice. These well-used pathways,
including the belief that NAPLAN creates rigour through accountability, the use of
NAPLAN to guide curriculum decisions, and placing limitations on what can be taught
and when, although the subject of broad critique, are well-established practices in schools
that perpetuate NAPLAN’s influence. There are affective consequences of these well-used
pathways too; participants in this study described their work revolving around NAPLAN
testing and its evaluative power and the diminishment of enjoyment of teaching and
learning. These well-used pathways that have rendered the narrowing of teaching,
accountability culture and reliance on NAPLAN to direct and guide practice are firmly
embedded and normative conditions of teaching in Australia, and simultaneously, they
narrow the possibilities of imagining other possibilities — new pathways for practice.

Our analysis holds relevance for readers beyond the Australian context. Moving
beyond dominant ideas of generalisability (i.e. statistical generalisability), our analysis
is representative of naturalistic generalisability, wherein ‘the research resonates with the
reader’s personal engagement in life’s [...] experiences’ (Smith 2018, 140). Given the
policies and pressures of standardised testing and accountability regimes in education
systems around the world, we anticipate that the research will ‘ring true’ (Smith 2018,
140) for readers engaged in schooling beyond Australia. For readers beyond our context,
the experiences of teachers and school leaders in relation to NAPLAN and our theorisa-
tion of use may bear ‘familial resemblances to the readers’ experiences, settings they
move in, events they’ve observed or heard about, and people they have talked to’ (p. 140).
Our empirical analysis, coupled with our development of Ahmed’s theoretical work to
analyse schooling and policy, has contributed new approaches to the study of account-
ability regimes and teachers’ experiences of policy which we hope will be taken up in
other contexts and locations to extend upon this work.

We finish this paper by suggesting that NAPLAN as a hidden practice mechanism and
forger of well-used practice pathways inhibits possibilities for resistance in three key
ways. First, the well-used pathways created by NAPLAN’s embeddedness in the
Australian education landscape severely inhibit the capacity for educators to do things
differently. NAPLAN rationalities seep into schools, departments and curriculum in
wide-reaching and profound ways, and therefore, resisting these well-established prac-
tices means arguing against the powerful cultures of practice. Second, as Ahmed (2019)
notes, resistance comes at a cost (personal, material, other), and expecting educators and
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schools already burdened significantly by other various pressures to also re-imagine or
resist, is a challenging pursuit. Finally, one of our central arguments in this piece is how
NAPLAN logics and rationalities disappear from view, becoming the covert, sedimen-
tary, accepted and normative practices of teaching. This speaks to an insidiousness that
also complicates NAPLAN resistance; if NAPLAN and its effects are subtle, embedded
and standard, resisting what has disappeared within itself, and disappeared from view, is
an arduous task.

Note

1. The Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage (ICSEA) for both schools are
average (around 1000).
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