Frequently Asked Questions: Wānangatia Te Putanga Tauira — National Monitoring Study of Student Achievement (NMSSA)
FAQ to support release of 2012 results on Science and Writing
About the National Monitoring Study of Student Achievement
1. What is the National Monitoring Study of Student Achievement (NMSSA)? The NMSSA is an annual programme for assessing and understanding student achievement. It is designed to be responsive to the Ministry’s current and future information needs and the data collected will contribute to the Public Achievement Information Plan (PAI). The NMSSA will: measure change over time in educational outcomes, assess strengths and weaknesses across the New Zealand Curriculum (NZC), cover all learning areas over a five-year cycle, and pay specific attention to the achievement and progress of priority learners —— Māori, Pasifika and students with special education needs.
2. Who is carrying out the study? The Ministry of Education has contracted the Educational Assessment Research Unit (EARU) of the University of Otago to undertake the study, in partnership with the New Zealand Council for Educational Research (NZCER).
3. How long has the study been going? The contract was awarded in 2011. Scoping, design and trialling was undertaken in 2011 and the assessment programme for science and writing commenced in 2012. The first five-year cycle which will cover all areas of the NZ curriculum will finish in 2017. 
4. Why do we need the NMSSA? The NMSSA is the only source of national information on achievement at primary level across all areas of the New Zealand curriculum (NZC). The study focuses on both assessing and understanding achievement in the context of the NZC. As well as achievement information the study collects information related to students’ attitudes and learning opportunities, and teachers’ perspectives. The study provides a unique source of information for policy makers and educators to better understand critical and timely educational issues and concerns.
5. How does the study measure achievement of students? The assessment programme has two components: survey assessment and in-depth assessment. The survey assessments are paper-and-pencil assessments that can be administered to larger groups and form a strong base for advanced psychometrics and statistical analysis. The in-depth assessments are conducted in one-to one interviews, and individualised or team performance assessments. The in-depth assessments are designed to explore the reasoning behind students’ approaches to the tasks they face and allow children to demonstrate what they know and can do. The assessments are administered to a nationally representative sample of year 4 and year 8 students by trained teacher assessors. Only a subsample of students participates on in-depth assessments. The sampling approach is designed to fulfil the objectives of the study at the same time as minimising burden to schools and students.
6. Do all students undertake the same assessment? In the pen-and-paper assessment for science all students at the same year level undertake the same assessment items. Four variations of the assessment booklet were constructed. All had the same assessment items but in different order to minimise any item order effects.
In the pen-and-paper assessment for writing students were expected to write to a prompt. Five different prompts were developed each focusing on a different purpose of writing. Each student responded to one prompt.
The in-depth assessments are made of a range of tasks, including performance and interview tasks that were administered one-to-one, or while working in small groups. The assessments were the same for all participating students at the same level.
7. How were the participating schools and students chosen? The NMSSA focuses on Year 4 and Year 8 students studying in New Zealand’s English-medium state schools. The study excludes schools which have fewer than 8 students in the relevant year level, private schools, special schools and the correspondence school. A two stage-sampling design was used to select nationally representative samples of students at year 4 and at year 8. Approximately 100 schools for each year level were chosen to participate in the study using a stratified random sampling approach. Twenty-five students were randomly selected from each school making up a sample of approximately 2,000 students at each year level.
8. What are the differences between NEMP and NMSSA? The development of the NMSSA was informed by the lessons learned from other national assessments systems including the National Education Monitoring Project (NEMP) of New Zealand. The NMSSA has built on and extended the design of NEMP to make use of more advanced psychometrics for reporting student achievement and exploring factors associated with that achievement. The new study has a stronger focus on the NZC competencies and rigorous achievement scales that are mapped to curriculum levels. For the first time, students with special education needs were identified in national monitoring. This represents a major step forward in the inclusion of children with special education needs in reporting national level assessment.
9. Why does the study start with science and writing? These areas were chosen in consultation across the Ministry and approved by the NMSSA Study Board. The reasons for the choice included: the need for a strong science education system in the school years as a prerequisite to having an economy based on knowledge and innovation and the fact that writing is not assessed as a distinct area within any international study.
10. How often will science and writing be assessed? All learning areas will be assessed every 5 years.
11. Why does the NMSSA focus on year 4 and year 8 students? Careful choice of the year level of students to be assessed is important for patterns of achievement and progress over time to be monitored. It is also important that the students have reasonably secure literacy skills and stamina for completing a range of tasks and important transition points in schooling are acknowledged. A focus on year 4 and year 8 students fulfils these requisites.
About the 2012 results in Science and Writing
12. What do the results say about student overall achievement in science and writing? The study provides a wide range of information related to student achievement in science and writing. In terms of overall achievement, the study shows that there is a wide variation in achievement for students at the same year level. For both science and writing year 4 student achievement aligns with the NZC end of year expectations while year 8 results did not reach the expected level.
13. What do the results say about achievement of students in the Ministry of Education’s priority groups (Māori, Pasifika, special education needs and low socioeconomic students)? Results for Māori students also show a wide variation of achievement scores at each year level with some students achieving at very high level; the same is true for Pasifika students. The average annual growth between year 4 and year 8 Māori and Pasifika students is similar to that of non-Māori and non-Pasifika students. However, average scores were lower for Māori and Pasifika students than for non-Māori and non-Pasifika students. Average scores were also lower for students from lower decile schools. Students with high or moderate special education needs achieved on average at lower level than those with no special education needs.
14. What do the results say about student’s attitudes to learning science and writing? For both science and writing, students’ attitude was not strongly related to achievement. On average, students at year 4 were more positive about science and writing than year 8 students. At both year levels, girls were on average more positive than boys about writing. Pasifika students had on average a more positive attitude to writing than NZ European and Māori students at both year levels.
15. What do the results say about the opportunities students had to learn science and writing? There appear to be very few opportunities for hands-on science activities such as doing science experiments or using specialist science equipment in school. Both year 4 and year 8 students reported that they most frequently accessed science by listening to their teachers.
Year 4 students reported more frequent involvement in a range of different writing experiences than year 8 students. At both year levels, the writing activities that students reported as doing most frequently in class were teacher-led; sharing their writing with the teacher, and writing about something their teacher had asked them to write about.
16. What do the results say about teachers’ perspectives on science/writing teaching and learning in the school? Although the majority of teachers at both year levels liked teaching science, smaller proportions felt confident in their ability to teach science, particularly to a diverse group of students. Teachers also reported relatively low levels of professional support within schools and limited access to other professional development.
Teachers were positive about writing and their confidence as teachers of writing. Most teachers reported that they were regularly involved in a range of professional interactions that supported their teaching of writing.
17. Can the results be reported by region? The sampling methodology has been designed to be able to report reliable measures of student achievement at a national level as well as for for particular subgroups, but it has not been designed to give achievement data at regional level.
18. What is the Ministry’s response to the findings for science and writing? Science and writing were chosen as areas of focus for the first year of the NMSSA because they were identified as areas where more information would be especially useful. Many findings of the NMSSA have confirmed and provided further evidence of what we know from other studies. The NMSSA has also provided richer information to inform policy makers and educators to improve education for New Zealand school children.
The Ministry of Education recognises the importance of science and literacy to New Zealand's society and economic growth. As part of the response to these findings, the Ministry offers a range of supporting tools and initiatives that help both teachers and their students to improve learning outcomes in science and writing. These initiatives include science and literacy professional learning and development (PLD) and new resources designed to support the teaching of writing and science.
About the NMSSA study in context with other information
Note: Results from NMSSA and the studies identified below are not fully comparable as assessment may not be undertaken in the same way or at the same level. However, other studies provide relevant context in which to consider NMSSA results. 
NMSSA and National Standards 
· Both National Standards and NMSSA results show that year 4 students achieve higher in relation to expectations than year 8 students and that Māori and Pasifika students’ overall achievement is lower their non-Māori and non-Pasifika peers.
NMSSA and the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS)
· The Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) (2010/11) findings showed that, on average, year 9 students performed in the top half of participating countries for science but there had been a significant decline for priority learner groups and girls. 
· At year 5, TIMSS results have continued to decline. The pattern of results for the different subgroups shown in the NMSSA is generally consistent with TIMSS (2010/11).
· NMSSA and the National Education Monitoring Project (NEMP)
· The disparity between school decile and ethnicity subgroups found in NEMP continued to be present in 2012 for both science and writing. 
· The gender disparity found in writing by gender was also present in NEMP. 
NMSSA and Education Review Office (ERO) findings 
· The NMSSA results regarding teachers’ perspectives on science are consistent with those of the 2012 ERO evaluation of science teaching and learning in years 5 to 8. 
· The NMSSA results support ERO’s recommendation that the Ministry investigates opportunities for support and ongoing professional learning and development for teachers and that schools give priority to science teaching and learning in the curriculum, and to the quality of science teaching and learning.
· The ERO evaluation of the quality of teaching of writing at years 4 and 8 (2007) found that 87% of teachers were effective teachers of writing in some or all of the six quality of teaching indicators. 
· The NMSSA results regarding teachers’ perspectives on writing show that teachers are very positive about writing and their confidence as teachers of writing. These results are not comparable but complementary.
About the next steps on the study
19. What will the study look at next? In 2013, the NMSSA has been in schools assessing mathematics and health and physical education. The results for these two learning areas will be analysed and reported on next year (2014).
Further outputs from the science and writing data are also planned with different audiences in mind (for example, summary reports aimed more at teachers). At the end of the five year cycle the data will be analysed and a report bringing together findings from all learning areas of the curriculum will be developed.
About the publications
20. Where can the NMSSA publications be found? The reports for science and writing can be found on the Education Counts website: www.educationcounts.govt.nz/publications/series/nmssa
