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Introduction 
The Education (National Standards) Amendment Act 2008 set in place the the New Zealand’s new 

government’s ten-step Crusade for Literacy and Numeracy (Hon. John Key, 13 October, 2008). As part of 

that Crusade: (i) national standards will be set in literacy and numeracy; (ii) every primary and intermediate 

student will be assessed regularly against the national standards; and (iii) every primary and intermediate 

school will report to parents in plain English about how their child is doing compared to national standards 

and compared to other children their age.  Where it is indicated, targeted funding will be provided to enable 

schools to give assistance to the students who do not meet national standards. 

 

The crusade is the government’s response to “one in five students leav[ing] school without gaining the basic 

skills they need to succeed in education, work, and their daily lives”. (Ministry of Education, (2009, p.1) 

Hence, national standards aim “to improve student achievement in literacy and numeracy by being clear about 

what students should achieve and by when” (Ministry of Education, 2009a).Each standard states the expected 

level of achievement of each child compared with others at that age and level across New Zealand. Appendix 

1 contains examples of draft year one national standard1 in reading, writing and mathematics.“Assessment 

information will show how teachers need to support students so thay can move further toward the standard if 

they are not yet meeting it, and how teachers can challenge and extend children who are achieving the 

standard.” (Ministry of Education, 2009, p.1) 

 

During 2009 there has been intensive and widespread discussion and debate and Ministry-led public 

consultation. The New Zealand Assessment Academy (NZAA) has contibuted to the discussion in order to 

inform the development and implementation of the standards and the accompanying assessment and reporting 

systems.This paper discusses key principles that the NZAA considers should underlie the design of an 

                                                        
1 The standards are currently under review on the basis of feedback from consultation and will be published in October 
2009. 
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assessment and reporting system based on national standards, identifies three key issues that have potential to 

threaten an educationally sound approach to assessing and reporting against the national standards, and 

presents suggestions that have potential for enablingan educationally sound approach rather than 

educationally compromised one.  

 

The introduction of national standards in education, and the assessment and reporting of student and school-

level data to parents and the Ministry of Education, constitutes a major break from current practice in New 

Zealand (Gilmore, Crooks, Darr, Hattie, Smith & Smith, 2009). In and of themselves, the national standards 

are ‘neutral’, and it is the “quality of the standards and the use to which they are put that makes them a 

positive or negative force for education” (Timperley, 2009).There is plentiful evidence from England and the 

USA that such a system of assessment and reporting can have serious negative impacts on schooling and 

school children. The rhetoric of the government’s intention to improve the educational provision and 

outcomes for students through national standards needs to be matched by assessment and reporting 

approaches that support this intention in reality. As has been the case in England and the USA, the 

introduction of national standards has had serious negative consequences when they have been ‘captured’ by 

an accountability agenda. Indeed, much of the public debate about and resistence to implementing national 

standards in New Zealand has centred on the very threats that have emerged overseas: the use of a national 

testing strategy, the contruction of league tables of school performance and quality, and the school planning 

and reporting systems which promote accountability rather than improvement.  

 

In its earlier paper (Gilmore et al., 2009, p. 136), the New Zealand Assessment Academy (NZAA) identify 

eight key principles that should underlie the design and implementation of national standards, and of the 

assessing and reporting of students’ achievements in relation to them. 

1. Promote the educational progress of all students… The focus of educational policy and practice 
relating to national standards should be on maximising benefit and minimising harm for students. 

2. Optimise the positive impacts of the strategy on students’ learning and educational experiences 
… We need to promote a positive and professional approach to teaching and learning, one with 
both rigour and flexibility. 

3. Minimise negative impacts of the strategy on students’ learning and educational experiences … 
national standards should complement, rather than compete with existing initiatives that have 
been shown to improve students’ learning. 

4. Make the standards evidence-based and achievable. The national standards should take careful 
account of current levels of achievement, and promote goals that are challenging but achievable 
(and therefore motivating) across the wide range of students… 

5. Ensure that teachers’ professional expertise is utilised and enhanced. National standards need to 
be stated in a way that they do not become prescriptive of teachers’ work on schools, but 
supportive of it. … 



6. Acknowledge that parents have a right to be well informed. Parents should receive trustworthy 
and meaningful information about their children’s achievement and progress so that, together 
with the teacher and child, they can identify aspects to celebrate and aspects needing attention… 

7. Adopt a solution that particularly suits New Zealand. There should be sufficient flexibility and 
choice to fit with New Zealand’s model of self-governing schools and the corresponding 
flexibility built into the New Zealand Curriculum… 

8. Value multiple sources of evidence… in order to compile as comprehensive a picture as possible 
of the areas of progress, areas requiring attention, and what the particular progress looks like.  

 

The overarching aim of implementing national sandards, then, should be to improve teaching and learning 

and raise student achievement through a focus on literacy and numeracy which are foundation skills required 

to access the curriculum throughout schooling. Consequently, the intention of assessment and 

reportingagainst standards should be firstly, to support teachers as professionals and schools as the major 

agencies of reporting, to develop and use assessment practices that enhance teaching, learning, assessment 

and reporting; and secondly, to ensure parents receive meaningful information about their child’s learning so 

that they are better able to support and contribute to that learning. 

 
Improved teaching and learning is more likely to occur if the design and implementation of the national 

standards build professional expertise and confidence so that students, teachers and schools are able and 

motivated to access, interpret and use information from quality assessments in ways that affirm and further 

learning (“assessment capability” (Absolum, Flockton, Hattie, Hipkins, & Reid, 2009));does not 

overemphasise standardisation by limiting assessment to a single ‘national’ test, rather than allowing for 

choice, flexibility and innovation in order to provide a rich and defensible picture about performance; and is 

manageable, does not impose undue burden on the work of teachers and schools, and is aligned with other 

initiatives such as the implementation of The New Zealand Curriculum. 

 

Hence, any model needs to build on: 

• The current NZ curriculum including the learning progressions and mathematics framework, and other 

supporting resources; 

• Schools continuing to operate as self-governing. That is, the school has primary responsibility for itself 

and therefore needs to be the ‘evaluation unit of analysis’. The system should promote diversity while 

at the same time maximizing and sharing excellence; 

• Students and teachers enhancing their schools; and 

• Accountability actions and consequences that enhance teaching quality and public acceptance of 

quality of schools and schooling in New Zealand. 

 

The model of standards relates to: 



• Clearly described national standards, which include multiple examples of student work to elaborate 

expected student performance and reflect quite diverse patterns of strengths and weaknesses.  

• Teachers’ overall judgments of a student’s performance based on evidence from a range of sources. It 

is the judgments not the assessment data that is stored and used for student- and school-level reporting. 

• Performance being measured against descriptive benchmarks that ‘best fit’ or ‘best describe’ a 

student’s performance against the standards at a particular point in time. 

• Assessing and reporting both level and rate of student achievement, with greater focus and importance 

given to the latter. Measures of progress sets fair challenges for all students and schools, whatever 

their circumstances or decile levels. 

• Standards that are have been validated by evidence and experts using standard setting procedures.  

• The Education Review Office (ERO) reviewing, within a school, the quality of these judgments, the 

sources of evidence used and the moderation processes used, and these processes and debates being 

very transparent to all. 

• Quality assurance and moderation procedures that will be most effective in promoting school 

improvement and raising student achievement if they promote the development, and use of, teachers’ 

professional judgment and decision-making and encourage the use of effective assessment practice 

and effective self moderation. 

 

The model for reporting relates to: 

• Communicating in plain language to students and parents, a student’s level of performance, their 

progress; an explanation of particular strengths and weaknesses, and suggestions for the next learning 

steps.  

• School-level reporting focusing on the aggregation of individual student progress; an analysis of the 

average and variation in individual student progress, and description of relevant contextual details 

about the school and its population for interpreting the aggregated data. 

• National-level reporting that describes students’ performance against the national standards nationally. 

This is best achieved through careful random sampling procedures, rather than through centrally 

collected student-level data supplied by schools. 

 

The NZAA (Gilmore et al., 2009, p. 140) argue that a useful student-level, school-level or system level report 

needs to be: 

1. Trustworthy… This means that the information has multiple sources of evidence (e.g., 
nationally validated assessments geared to the NZ curriculum, student work samples 
showing growth and level of performance), has good validity, is reliable, and is a fair 
account of students’ level and rate of progress whether for an individual, class/school, or 
year level. 

2. Comprehensible. The audience of the report card needs to be able to readily understand the 
information that is being communicated to it… 



3. Relevant. The audience of the report needs to be able to receive information that is useful 
and meets its needs… 

4. Evidence-based, that is, reports assessment information and gives examples of typical 
achievement/progress. 

5. Uses a weight of evidence… When multiple sources of evidence are assembled, evaluated, 
weighed up against each other, it is possible to provide a more balanced and well-rounded 
indication of student achievement/growth.  

 

Avoiding league tables 

Most league tables provide misleading information to parents, and distort the discussion away from what 

really matters in the teaching and learning of students. Unlike Australia, the New Zealand government will 

not legislate against the media creating league tables. It is not certain that legislation would indeed be a 

successful deterrent.  

 

The approach taken to national standards needs to minimize the effects of league tables. Two elements to 

achieving this is: 

• To ensure that the school review is not merely the aggregation of the information from students.  

Thus, schools should provide an overall teacher judgment about all learning areas (based on 

evidence) as schools are required to undertake more than reading, writing and mathematics. The 

quality of evidence for reading, writing, and mathematics will need to meet a higher standard of 

accuracy. 

• ForEROto evaluate the quality of the evidence and processes used in a school that leads to these 

overall teacher judgments as one of the key indicators of the quality of the school along with ERO 

evaluations of other information such as … the quality of the teacher overall judgments about other 

learning areas, the school environment (class/school climate), the school leadership and vision, the 

school planning and reporting, such as with the New York City School report model (NYC 

Department of Education, accessed 2009). 

• Adopt a school planning and reporting mechanism that focuses on school improvement, rather than 

compliance and accountability. 

 

In New Zealand, ‘planning and reporting’ legislation requires schools to individually identify achievement 

targets for their school (because they know their students well) and to provide evidence to their Boards of 

Trustees and the Ministry of Education of how these targets have been achieved. It will be important that 

external reporting does not jeopardise the internal targets set by schools.The problem with this reporting 

mechanism is that it is essentially a paper transaction between each school and the Ministry without the added 

insight that ERO can gain through its visit to the school and the enquiries that it can make while there.  In 

addition, it is very unclear that the Ministry has the staff to make something useful from their end of the 

process. 



 

The current planning and reporting mechanism has a focus on identifying targets/goals for the coming year 

and strategies to reach them (planning); and then an account of the variances (reporting). The use of ‘targets’ 

and ‘variances’ clearly indicate the need for goals which are quantifiable and can be demonstrated 

numerically. It would be possible for Boards of Trustees to meet their requirements to plan and report to the 

ministry and report to their community, by issuing a more textural account in relation to: 

• The goals set and achievement against those goals; 

• Areas of success and concern; 

• Actions taken/to be taken; 

• Resources required to enable this. 

 

NZAA suggests that theplanning and reporting mechanism should have the following elements: 

1. Each school sets their own goals and reports on their success with those. The Ministry must not be 

able to demand reporting on particular goals, as this makes planning and reporting vulnerable to 

league tables.  

2. Allow flexible-reporting formats best suited to schools’ needs, again to avoid the possibility of readily-

made comparisons of schools based simply on student achievement data.  

3. Be subject to review by the ERO, rather than be submitted to the Ministry. 

Because the evidence schools give to ERO is not discoverable through the Official Information Act 

(only their final report), there is not a problem in schools showing ERO their statistics on the standards 

(both current levels and annual gains).  It is ERO rather than the regional Ministry offices that have the 

expertise for making evaluative judgments about necessary support. 

4. The ERO report contains an account of its judgments in text about the level of confidence in the 

implementation of the standards by the school, identify concerns with the processes and judgments 

applied by schol personnel, and give summary statements about the perceived performance of the 

school in relation to the standards. The key for protecting against league tables will be that in its 

reports ERO gives judgments in text rather than reproducing the original data. 

5. The ERO report provides the trigger for additional PD support and resourcing.   

 

 The advantages of such an approach are that: 

1. It supports school-level self review and improvement 

2. It is consistent with schools being self-governing  

3. Student data on achievement and progress remains within the school (and is not accessible under the 

Official Information Act) 

4. Is subject to regular review by ERO 

5. ERO reports provide the most appropriate contextual account of school performance broadly defined 



6. Makes the planning and reporting mechanism more strongly related to school improvement and 

separates it from compliance and accountability.  

7. Provides a mechanism for initiating interventions, PD support or additional resourcing. 

8. The ERO report provides sufficient detail about school performance (without original school 

achievement data) for accountability purposes. 

9. More appropriately locates the national standards as resources to support the implementation of the 

New Zealand Curriculum. Hence, the standards have a central role in improving teaching and learning 

(and, therefore, improving student outcomes) rather than as a metric for accountability. 

 

Guidance for schools on how to judge, document and report progress will need to be carefully developed.  

This will need more time.  If standards spaced one year apart are to be promulgated and exemplified, as the 

current drafts suggest, then we need to think about whether gains of less than a full standard might be 

reported.  The risk with this is that it will be very tempting for teachers and schools to use this option to 

suggest at least some progress for almost all students.  On the other hand, if gains are based on the one year 

intervals, some students will be reported as making a year gain when they have moved from just below a 

standard or just above the standard (a gain of perhaps one third of a year), while others who have just met a 

standard the previous year and are now part way towards the next one will be shown as making no gain. 

 That is probably not a problem for aggregated reporting on cohorts, but it is not so nice for progress 

reporting to parents.  Perhaps the solution is to apply the year interval approach for cohort reporting and for 

quantitative reporting to parents, but allow in the parent reports the addition of qualitative comments that 

indicate clear progress but not sufficient progress to justify a full one-year step.  

 

Given that the government plans to implement national standards in 2010, it is essential that they are 

introduced in a planful and manageable manner that respects the professional work and expertise of 

teachers, and acknowledges the rights for schools to be self-governing; they are well resourced to enable 

schools to address the reading, writing and mathematic needs identified; and they are informed and 

monitored by a programme of rigorous research and inquiry.Perhaps, most importantly, given the 

unfortunate experiences of overseas, we are alert to any evidence that threatens an educationally sound 

approach. 
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Appendix 1 Examples of draft national stnadards at year one 
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