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31 October 2022 

EXTERNAL ASSESSMENT BRIEF: 

LITERACY AND NUMERACY | TE REO 

MATATINI ME TE PĀNGARAU 
Introduction/Background  

New standards are being developed to assess literacy, numeracy, te reo matatini, and pāngarau as 

part of NCEA. The external standards and assessments will become a mandatory component of the 

qualification from 2024.  

The Ministry is the standard setting body for the standards and NZQA are responsible for developing 

and administering the assessments. As the standards and assessments have been developed, NZQA 

and the Ministry have worked in partnership. This has allowed both agencies’ expertise and 

understanding of the user experience to feed into the development process.  

NZQA and the Ministry have initiated a small pilot of the standards in 2021 and are most of the way 

through a larger scale pilot in 2022. This Assessment Brief comes at a time where NZQA is about to 

embark on the development of assessments for the 2023 transitional year. We acknowledge NZQA’s 

leadership and expertise in the development of the 2021 and 2022 assessment activities. We 

acknowledge the quality of these assessments and the opportunity they have provided for pilot 

schools, kura, and tertiary organisations to have a go at the assessments as they support students to 

gain important foundational skills.  

This brief outlines the Ministry’s revised recommendations to NZQA on developing the assessments 

for Literacy and Numeracy | Te Reo Matatini me te Pāngarau, and is based on our collaborative 

experience and cross-agency findings from two years of piloting these new standards. The brief is also 

drawn from our internal experts across literacy, numeracy, te reo matatini me te pāngarau, as wellas 

our NCEA Critical Perspectives. In addition, the Brief draws on observations from stakeholder based 

activities (such as Change Hubs and NCEA Panels) as well as direct feedback that we have received, 

and observations from the Evaluation Report.  

Unless otherwise stated, the requirements set out in this brief build on those to which the Ministry of 

Education and NZQA have previously agreed (e.g., no time limit for the Common Assessment 

Activities [CAAs], calculators allowed in the numeracy and pāngarau assessments).  

The Brief sets out principles and expectations for NZQA as they develop assessments. Our 

expectation is that NZQA considers the recommendations in this Brief and responds to the Ministry as 

to how the principles and expectations are or are not incorporated (and if not, why not). We wish to 

reaffirm our commitment to collaborative assessment design as part of this process. We acknowledge 

and affirm NZQA’s expertise in assessment design and look forward to incorporating our own 

expertise as well as user-centredness observations into the process.  

The Brief is structured in the following way:  

o General assessment principles  
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o Digital Assessment principles  

o Literacy assessment principles  

o Numeracy assessment principles  

o Te Reo Matatini me te Pāngarau assessment principles.   

Te Reo Matatini me te Pāngarau 

Note that the Ministry’s Ākonga Māori team will provide an additional brief that focuses on Te Reo 

Matatini me te Pāngarau, once they have had access to and time to review the digital versions of the 

pilot CAAs. They may also include further guidance on best assessment practice for ākonga Māori in 

English-medium settings. 

We recommend applying the ‘general assessment principles’ and ‘digital assessment principles’ to 

both Literacy and Numeracy & Te Reo Matatini me te Pāngarau. We have not attempted to prescribe 

all aspects of the assessment design but have noted where there are further areas for NZQA to 

explore. 

Many of the principles for the reading, writing, and numeracy standards also apply to their respective 

Māori-medium standards. However, responsibility for confirming this rests with the Ministry’s Ākonga 

Māori team and, as such, is beyond the scope of this assessment brief.  

 

1. GENERAL ASSESSMENT PRINCIPLES 

1.1 Create question banks to prepare learners for the Literacy and Numeracy | Te Reo Matatini 

me te Pāngarau CAAs 

i. For many learners, the CAAs for Literacy and Numeracy | Te Reo Matatini me te Pāngarau will be 

amongst their first high-stakes assessments. This is because many schools see years 9 and 10, 

based on the curriculum levelling, as the appropriate time for learners to complete the co-requisite 

ahead of NCEA Level 1.  

ii. Learners in foundation tertiary and alternative education settings may have more experience with 

high-stakes assessments but, as stakeholders from these settings have indicated, these learners 

are also likely to have had negative experiences with such assessments so they, too, need 

support. 

iii. While the Ministry is committed to reducing the emphasis on assessment, learners – particularly 

those with little prior experience – need to be given opportunities to practise good test-taking 

techniques (e.g., completing all questions, working under pressure with no teacher guidance 

during the assessment) outside of the assessment events themselves. This will also help to 

mitigate the risk of schools entering learners in the real assessments themselves as practice (see 

p. 62 of Evaluation Associates report). The Ministry appreciates NZQA’s misgivings that this could 

encourage teaching to the test but this needs to be balanced with providing greater clarity of the 

standards and enabling ākonga to be better prepared. Given the range of concepts that the 

standards cover, we believe that these can be used in a way that does not create a narrow focus 

on teaching to the test.  

iv. We recommend that NZQA, with input and resourcing from the Ministry, develops practise 

question banks ahead of the 2023 assessments – such as the one that was created by NZAMT 

with some Ministry input and resourcing in early 2022.  

4

Rele
as

ed
 un

de
r th

e O
ffic

ial
 In

for
mati

on
 Act 

19
82



3 

1.2 Follow an agreed collaborative design and review process 

i. The Ministry trusts NZQA’s expertise in assessment and also sees benefits in combining this with 

its own subject matter expertise. The Ministry recommends that NZQA:  

a. responds to this external assessment brief 

b. provides opportunities for Ministry SMEs to review assessment blueprints and first drafts of the 

assessments 

c. allows Ministry SMEs to observe and, where applicable, contribute to the marking process 

(while not contributing to the marking itself) 

ii. Given the scale of the change, the high-stakes nature of the co-requisite assessments, and the 

fact that we are still in a pre-implementation phase of product development,  the Ministry requests 

more input in, and meaningful opportunities for our Learning Area and Wāhanga Ako leads 

(SMEs) to engage collaboratively with NZQA in decision making regarding the design, 

development, delivery and marking of the Common Assessment Activities and portfolios, as well 

as in the determination of cut scores and pass thresholds.  

iii. This is already an established process within the Review of Achievement Standards, where Lead 

Secondary Advisors, working with Learning Area Leads and managers, are included in the review 

of external assessments, and in the benchmarking and cut score meetings as observers. There is 

then an opportunity to further refine the products as a result of these processes. It is key to ensure 

the products are all fit for purpose and equitable. 

1.3 Adopt NCEA Change Programme ‘Critical Perspectives’ guidelines and quality criteria as 

part of the quality assurance process. 

i. We request that, going forward, NZQA uses our NCEA Change Programme ‘Critical Perspectives’ 

guidelines and quality criteria (see Annex 1). These help to ensure that all teaching, learning, and 

assessment products developed by the Ministry and NZQA align with the objectives of the NCEA 

Change Programme, as agreed to by Cabinet.  
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1.4 Through analysis and/or user testing, calibrate the ‘real’ completion time for each 

assessment to the recommended average completion time of 60 minutes or less. 

i. We recommend reducing the number of assessment items rather than extending the time

allowance. The benefits of reducing the number of assessment items include supporting school

and provider planning and logistics; and allowing NZQA more time to refine and edit the smaller

number of questions that will be produced.

ii. Based on what we have heard from schools and providers, the average ‘real’ completion time for

each assessment needs to align more closely to the recommended average completion time of 60

minutes. If the recommended time is to remain 60 minutes, this means that the tasks within the

assessment should only require 45 minutes of work, especially given that schools and providers

will typically run an assessment during a single period. In most cases, this means that the total

items in each pilot assessment would need to be reduced.

iii. While learners are in principle  allowed to take as long as they need to complete each CAA, we

know that school and provider logistical constraints mean this is not always the case: whether a

learner is in fact able to take advantage of this flexibility depends on the availability of supervision

and space.

1.5 All providers with consent to assess the new co-requisite standards must have access to a 

School Relationship Manager (SRM) or equivalent support. 

i. The minimum change we recommend in this space is for NZQA to ensure all providers with

consent to assess the new standards, including tertiary and alternative education, have a SRM (or

equivalent support). The importance of the SRM to organising and running external assessments

such as CAAs that are required to be delivered by providers themselves is becoming increasingly

clear.

ii. A key barrier to participation in the new CAAs for foundation tertiary and alternative education

providers is logistical in nature – the two external assessment events per year align with neither

the duration of their programmes nor their assessment schedules. While this barrier is not within

scope of the assessment brief, a related barrier is: namely, these providers lack NZQA-provided

dedicated school relationship managers (SRMs) as they are not typically seen as “schools.”
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2. DIGITAL ASSESSMENT PRINCIPLES 

2.1 Digital cognitive load  

i. To mitigate the effects of digital cognitive load, we recommend considering shortening the 

assessment (as noted above), and allowing learners to choose between digital and paper-based 

options.  

ii. The additional cognitive load on text comprehension when reading digitally is well documented 

(Clinton, 2019, Delgado et al., 2018; Kong et al., 2018), and poses a significant challenge to less 

able readers. The Reading standard requires learners to read up to eight texts, with some of these 

being made up of multiple small text excerpts. Both the Writing standard and the Numeracy standard 

also require substantial reading.  

iii. Furthermore, learners completing the digital assessments are required to read and agree to a data 

collection statement. The cognitive load of reading this may provoke undue anxiety before the 

learner even sees the assessment questions. 

2.2 Digital first and the digital divide 

i. We recommend that learners, with guidance from their teachers and whānau, are given the option 

of completing a paper-based assessment. This is crucial if we are to provide equitable 

opportunities for all learners to achieve the new co-requisite standards. 

ii. While the Ministry understands that NZQA has concerns about the security of tests, exceptions are 

already made such as sending PDF copies to schools in case these are needed for a Special 

Assessment Condition. 

iii. NZQA and the Ministry must also ensure learners are given multiple opportunities to familiarise 

themselves with the digital assessment platform Assessment Master. This is particularly important 

for learners who are affected by the digital divide – notably, Māori, Pacific, those domiciled in 

Realm Nations, and/or from low-income households, or those who are less able readers.  

iv. In our original assessment brief, we conveyed to NZQA that key Māori and Pacific stakeholders 

had told us that non-digital assessment options must be available to support Māori and Pacific 

learners, including those domiciled in Realm Nations. This advice means that for equity, it is crucial 

that “digital first” does not morph into “digital only” and schools are not pressured into digital 

assessment which does not suit all learners. 

v. While the Ministry is, broadly, supportive of NZQA’s digital-first approach to assessment, we are 

not comfortable with this compromising equitable assessment opportunities and outcomes for 

learners. As learners and providers adjust to digital assessment, there needs to be more options 

available to ease them in, instead of launching straight into high stakes digital assessment only.   

vi. Based on the pilot assessments to date, all of which have taken a “digital first” approach, learners 

identified as Māori, Pacific, domiciled in Realm Nations, and/or from low-decile schools had 

significantly lower chances of achieving any of the new co-requisite standards than their Pākehā, 

Asian, and/or high-decile peers.  

vii. This lines up with the well-documented phenomenon of the digital divide, whereby a digital-first 

approach excludes underprivileged people from social, educational, and or/employment 

opportunities. We have also heard that learners from migrant and refugee backgrounds are likely 

to be affected by the digital divide. The Ministry provides devices for refugee families, but the 

current rules only allow for the allocation of one device per family, irrespective of the total number 
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of people in the family. In real terms, this means that many learners may not have a device of their 

own to practise on.  

2.3 Accessibility 

2.3.1 Special Assessment Conditions and Assessment Master 

i. NZQA and the Ministry need to work together to communicate clearly and transparently to the 

sector any limitations of Assessment Master with regards to supporting accessibility for all 

learners. This will ensure that learners and their teachers and/or whānau can make informed 

decisions about whether digital assessment will work for them.  

ii. For example, the platform does not currently support basic digital accessibility features such as 

magnification, image alt text, or options to configure contrast and colour. This is not stated 

anywhere and may come as a surprise to learners attempting the assessments for the first time. 

iii. Based on what we heard from learner and teacher surveys, there is also a need to strengthen 

existing communications about what is available, and to whom. Teachers and staff appear to have 

denied some learners access to Polly (text-to-speech technology) despite the cross-agency 

commitment to it being available to all learners sitting numeracy and writing assessments.  

iv. While NZQA is best placed to draft these communications, the Ministry can support the distribution 

of communications materials through NCEA.education, in the dedicated sections on Literacy and 

Numeracy | Te Reo Matatini me te Pāngarau. 

2.3.2 Supporting schools and providers to manage Special Assessment Conditions 

i. The Ministry supports NZQA’s decision to forego time limits on the assessments. However, both 

agencies have work to do to ensure that schools, kura, and other providers feel supported to 

deliver non-timebound assessments that extend beyond the guideline of one 60-minute period per 

standard.  

ii. Because schools have to fit these assessments into their own timetables, and receive minimal 

external support to organise and run them, there is a risk that better-resourced schools will be able 

to offer learners more time to complete the assessments, while less-well-resourced schools will set 

time limits of their own, leading to inequitable assessment opportunities for learners based on their 

school’s relative wealth. 

iii. A similar inequity has appeared with regards to Special Assessment Conditions (SAC). While 

schools and providers have been empowered to make their own decisions about whether a learner 

needs one or more SAC, some SACs require resourcing that schools may lack – e.g., community 

members who are willing to volunteer as a reader and/or writer. 

iv. Because schools and providers are not running their SAC applications by NZQA, there is no 

transparency as to how many learners are being provided SACs; nor as to whether schools and 

providers have the resources that they need to provide learners with SACs. Importantly, there is 

also no funding provided to those who require to administer SAC. There is a risk therefore that a 

devolved process to SAC does not solve the current inequitable distribution of SAC.  

v. We recommend that NZQA create a funding process for schools and kura to use for SAC in the 

absence of a formal process. We also strongly recommend keeping a record of SAC provisions 

during the 2023 assessments so we can monitor ākonga attainment and potentially refine 

approaches accordingly.  
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2.3.3 Graphics 

i. Meta analyses have shown that in general the presence of graphics has a moderate positive effect 

on reading comprehension (see for example, Guo, et al., 2020). Their use in the CAAs is thus 

recommended where they clarify key concepts, provide a concrete representation for an abstract 

concept, etc.  

ii. However, if the graphics are of poor quality e.g., blurry, low-resolution, or simply misleading, they 

may confuse and/or distract learners. An example is the case of Q1 in the second assessment 

event for Numeracy, where the image of the hāngī was unlikely to help anyone who does not 

already know what a hāngī is. A further example is the picture of ramp in 5c, which does not align 

well with the diagram below it. In such cases, poor graphics may be worse than having no 

graphics, and such unnecessary graphics may also further slow internet speeds. 

iii. Consider the needs of colourblind and low-vision learners. Does a graphic really need to be green 

and red? Can we use high contrast colours? 

iv. Minimise scrolling. At the very least, remove scrolling within scrolling (Assessment 1, numeracy, 

2022). Where scrolling is excessive, learners may need to retain information without being able to 

look back at it quickly or easily (see p.77 of Evaluation Associates report). 

2.4 Digital fluency 

i. While digital fluency is important for all learners, the Common Assessment Activities for Literacy 

and Numeracy | Te Reo Matatini me te Pāngarau should not set out to test a learner’s digital 

fluency (construct validity). This means that the configuration of Assessment Master needs to be 

as intuitive as possible. Feedback from teachers and learners suggests that there are areas for 

improvement.  

ii. As much as possible, the format of assessments should align with learners’ existing knowledge of 

assessment and planning strategies. For example, if learners know how many questions they will 

need to answer at the beginning of the assessment, they will be able to draw on these strategies. 

iii. Feedback has shown that the progress bar was not always accurate. This has meant some 

learners were unable to determine how far through the assessment they were. This could be 

disorienting for learners and could impact motivation to complete, thus having an impact on 

completion rates for the assessment.  

iv. An objective for future developments in this space would be to make the user interface and 

information architecture align with preferred learner strategies for scanning questions, moving back 

and forwards, providing a summary of answers at the point of submission and so forth. 

2.5 Out of scope (but important to consider) 

i. There are varying degrees of digital knowledge and experience amongst learners and their 

whānau, and teachers, and other school and provider staff. When designing the digital assessment 

experience, NZQA should try to put themselves in the position of a variety of priority stakeholder 

groups (Māori, Pacific, domiciled in Realm Nations, recent immigrants, learners without access to 

digital devices in their home). 

ii. The Ministry recommends greater cross-agency dialogue about contingency planning for 

connectivity issues. We know that some schools and providers are impacted by poor or slow 

internet connections, faulty servers, and browser incompatibility. Noting the issues during the 
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second assessment event, where schools could not get their learners onto the system, if 

something goes wrong, we need to ensure that leaners are not disadvantaged.   

iii. The devolved nature of the CAAs requires that schools and providers invest considerable time and 

resources in planning and running an assessment event, and also are likely to have a short 

window in which to deliver the assessment to their learners. If the digital assessment platform does 

not work, schools and providers will either invest more time and resources in rescheduling or 

forego the opportunity for their learners to complete the assessment event at all. 

iv. Some schools and providers have reported that they have low quality or out-of-date hardware 

(computers, headphones etc.). This may negatively impact their learners’ assessment experience 

and once again should be considered reasonable grounds for a paper-based assessment at the 

learner’s request.  

v. There must be clear communications to schools and kura on the hardware required to administer 

these assessments. For example, kura will require headphones with a microphone to assess te 

reo matatini (te reo-ā-waha). 
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3. LITERACY ASSESSMENT PRINCIPLES 

Reading - US 32403 – Read written texts to understand ideas and information 

3.1 Reduce the number of texts that learners need to read 

i. The original assessment brief specified a minimum of four texts. We recommend adhering more 

closely to this minimum than has been the case to date. We also recommend exploiting this 

smaller number of texts in a deeper way, so that more questions are generated from each text. 

ii. Concentrating on and close reading eight texts – some of which are composites of several mini 

texts (as in Assessment 1, 2022) in an hour presents cognitive load challenges. Attention is 

interrupted as learners stop one text and start to read a new text. As noted above, this adds to the 

already existent cognitive load on screen as opposed to on paper. 

iii. Decoding strategies that students use to make sense of unfamiliar texts do not translate perfectly 

to digital settings.  

iv. Staying closer to the minimum has the benefit of using up fewer suitable texts per assessment 

event, thereby leaving a greater pool of texts from which to choose for future assessment events. 

We recognise that this has to be balanced against providing enough opportunities for learners to 

demonstrate their skills and understanding, but we think that the current balance may not be quite 

right. 

3.2 Texts need to be chosen carefully from a narrow range of levels that accurately represent 

the standard. Having texts that are either too hard or too easy compromises our ability to 

assess whether learners have met that standard. 

i. As a first step in text selection, the Ministry recommends that NZQA conducts readability and 

vocabulary analyses on all assessment texts, including proposed questions and prompts.  

ii. This also applies to the selection of target words for vocabulary questions and the options for 

multichoice answers.  

iii. The assumptions that underpin these analyses are: 

a) readers need to understand around 95% of running words in a text if comprehension is not to 

be impeded by a lack of fluency (Nation, n.d.). 

b) low frequency words need to be minimised, especially if they are not essential for meaning 

(i.e., they can be substituted with easier words).  

c) AWL words (Academic word list words) are important in considering text difficulty; they include 

words necessary for successful tertiary learning, of which many learners in years 9 and 10 are 

unlikely to have either an expansive knowledge or command.  

iv. Once this initial screening has been completed, we recommend checking texts for structural 

complexity, which might not be accounted for in vocabulary level or readability measures. For 

example, the text in the first 2022 pilot assessment on tramping boots contained many complex 

collocations e.g., shock absorbing upper layer, the breathable material personalised cushioning, 

endurance athlete, a multi-day tramp, dual density rubber.  

v. The standard is aligned to upper level 4/lower level 5 of the NZC, which most learners will typically 

reach in Years 9 & 10. In particular, it forms part of the assessment of foundational literacy – the 

base level required to support participation in one’s community, employment, and further learning. 
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It is neither academic nor literary. The standard is also not an achievement standard and thus 

does not seek to capture a range of performance (from achieved to excellence for instance).  

3.3 Control for contexts, topics, and styles so that those chosen for the assessment are as 

widely experienced as possible. 

i.  Several reading topics in the first 2022 pilot assessment were likely to be outside of the range of 

experience of many learners, e.g., choosing expensive tramping boots. 

ii. To this end, we recommend that NZQA conducts an “experience audit” of sorts when selecting 

contexts, topics, and text forms for all the standards. While experts agree that no text can express 

universally shared experiences and language, we do need to focus on selecting the least exclusive 

option, with a particular emphasis on equity for disadvantaged groups. The audit could encompass 

the following questions: 

a) How many learners [in a large south Auckland school] will have experience of this 

context/topic/text form?  

1) Substitute […] with different profiles of priority learner groups e.g., refugee learners, 

foundation tertiary learners, ELLs, Pacific learners, learners in small rural schools, in Realm 

Nations. 

b) Does the text represent experience from the learner’s point of view? 

1) For example, while learners may have experience of the “potluck” (in the importance of kai 

text), they are not likely to have been the ones bringing the kai, which is the point of view of 

the narrator – their caregivers/whanau/parents are. A similar but more familiar context 

would be a shared lunch at school. 

c) Is the context/topic/text “foundational”? 

1) Two texts in the first 2022 pilot assessment were science topics/texts. In the text, What’s 

that bug, almost 22% of words are low frequency words/topic specific words that learners 

may well not be familiar with e.g., ovipositor, if they have not studied this topic.  

2) The low frequency words also include scientific names for insects. This text has a reading 

age of 14-15 years. Arguably, this is the realm of NCEA Science – not literacy. 

iii. We would also like to draw attention to the need to manage the demands of “situational interest.” 

a) In teaching and learning we strive to make texts interesting, motivating, and relatable. In 

assessment, however, the long-established research on “situational interest” and its effect on 

comprehension leads us to recommend that NZQA minimises the inclusion of “seductive 

details” (see for example, Ivanov, 2010, Schraw, 1998).  

b) Situational interest (also called “seductive details”) can distract and unfairly disadvantage 

poorer readers who struggle to comprehend connected text. 

c) If the chosen text includes New Zealand English vocabulary such as colloquial “kiwi” 

expressions or kupu Māori, we recommend providing a glossary to support recent migrants, 

English-language learners, and those based in Niue and the Cook Islands. The best form of 

glossing words in the CAAs would be to enable meanings to appear as learners hovered over 

the words. If the words were to be glossed at the bottom of the text this could compound 

issues identified above with scrolling.  
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3.4 Questions that assess a learner’s vocabulary knowledge should not involve low-frequency 

words 

i. Low-frequency words are unlikely to be considered part of foundational literacy. They create 

significant barriers for English-language learners, and those who have experienced less “reading 

mileage” in English. We cannot rule out the possibility that a lack of knowledge of low-frequency 

words contributed to the performance of certain learner groups. 

ii. The significant learning unpacking the standard states: “Successful comprehension depends on 

understanding most [emphasis added] of the meanings of the words in the text.”  

a) In the first 2022 pilot assessment, several questions used low-frequency words, e.g., fuse, 

durable, aspirational 

b) Low frequency words also featured in the list of options to choose from in multichoice 

questions e.g., blend, amoral. 

c) Low-frequency idiomatic phrases were also selected to evaluate vocabulary knowledge e.g., 

“fly under the radar.” 

3.5 Always select easier words for multichoice vocabulary items than the word you are testing. 

i. From the first 2022 pilot assessment, there were instances where the words in the list of options to 

choose from in multichoice questions were more difficult (lower frequency) than the target word.  

ii. In this case, we were in effect testing knowledge of words in addition to/other than the target word. 

We do not recommend this as good language assessment practice. 

3.6 To ensure a greater degree of reliability, the texts should have similar reading age and 

vocabulary level profiles over versions of the assessments.  

i. Our analysis has shown that the texts for the 2022 pilot assessments and found that, overall, the 

texts used for the second assessment were easier than those for the first.  

ii. We are therefore of the view that both assessments had texts which could have been pitched too 

high relative to the standard. 
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Writing – US 32405 - Write texts to communicate ideas and information 

3.7 Ensure marking criteria do not inadvertently measure or demand literariness (construct 

validity). Foundational literacy need only be functional, not stylistically complex. 

i. We have now had the opportunity to observe the marking process for the writing standard. While 

robust, we are keen to ensure that some areas are improved.   

ii. The first is to ensure that the marking is not influenced by the style and literariness of the learner’s 

writing. In our observations, we noticed instances where judgements were made about who the 

writer might have been (eg. that they were a second language writer). From the perspective of 

research on syntactical developmental sequences in second language acquisition (see for 

example Polio & Park, 2016), these judgments were erroneous and there is a risk that they set up 

expectations on the part of the markers.  

iii. We recommend that scripts be coded anonymously and have identifying information about writers 

and schools removed before marking. Literacy may provide the basis for engagement with and 

enjoyment of the literary; but it is not appropriate to judge literacy by the criteria of the literary. 

Literariness is the domain of subject English. 

iv. We also recommend that NZQA includes more teachers of and experts in English-language 

learning and/or testing on the marking panel to balance the English disciplinary perspectives of 

subject English teachers and experts. 

v. Extensive research has explored the biases that, in particular, affect the judgements of writing 

quality. These biases are, in the views of some researchers can be seen to be more problematic in 

rubric-based judgments (see for example, Pinot de Moira, Wheadon, & Christodoulou, 2022). 

3.8 Release not achieved scripts to candidates with targeted feedback on areas for 

improvement.  

i. Teachers and educators recognise that feedback is an integral part of the teaching and learning 

process and is the most important teacher practice in improving student learning (Hattie & 

Timperley, 2007; Wisniewski, Zierer, & Hattie, 2020). It is also consistent with the Ministry’s 

Effective Practices – one of the keystones of our teaching and learning support. 

ii. The writing standard has the weakest correlative relationship to e-asTTLe, which means that many 

learners who have been deemed ready on the basis of e-asTTLe scores have not achieved it. In 

the first 2022 pilot assessment event, for example, 47% of learners who tested at 4A or above did 

not achieve the writing standard.  

iii. Evaluation Associates note that for the same assessment, “6P scores were the only e-asTTle 

scores that produced greater than 80% achievement rates. This indicates that even our best 

writers are not certain of achieving” (p. 26). 

iv. If a learner who exhibits readiness still does not meet the standard, a lack of feedback from the 

CAA can be incredibly disheartening, both for learners and their teachers, who have no way of 

knowing how they can improve and what to focus their learning on.  

v. Since not achieving the co-requisite standards means a learner cannot be awarded an NCEA, the 

Ministry believes it makes sense to ensure that learners are clear on what they need to improve. 

This is not ‘teaching to the test’ or placing too much focus on assessment; instead, it is recognising 

that not achieving an assessment must be treated as a teaching and learning opportunity if we are 

to minimise any negative impact on the learner.  
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vi. We are also open to solutions that provide feedback without the return of scripts, but we need 

confidence in this approach. Some teachers are finding ways of accessing the assessments 

already; at that point, there becomes an inequity, and we would recommend providing access to 

all.   

vii. Given the logistical challenges of running the CAAs, we do not believe that schools and providers 

will be tempted to repeatedly enter learners without further teaching and learning taking place. 

3.9 Enable spellcheck for all learners.  

i. Spellcheck is widely available and, as NZQA has pointed out to us, we would expect anyone 

writing something digitally to use this tool. The learner still needs to have vocabulary knowledge 

and be able to spell so that they correctly select from available options (e.g., there, their, they’re; 

form, from).  

ii. If necessary, the Ministry may consider a change to criterion 2.4, Use and spell everyday high 

frequency vocabulary with technical accuracy. Arguably, 2.4 duplicates a specific aspect of 1.4, 

meaning that learners may be marked twice on their spelling. 

3.10 Use prompts that encourage learners to write about their own experiences and opinions. 

i. We recommend using prompts that encourage learners to write about their own experiences and 

opinions.  

ii. We also recommend that the assessment reminds learners of how many words they are expected 

to write by including these guidelines in the question or task, and also mentioning them again 

directly above the text box in which learners are required to respond to the prompt. 

3.11 Clarify the weighting of aspects of the marking rubric; use strengths-based language. 

iii. We also recommend that NZQA provides clarity as to the weighting of the standard’s outcomes 

and the penalties for ‘surface level’ errors. The marking rubrics for the two questions asking 

learners to write connected texts cover fairly commonly used aspects: content, language choices, 

structure/organisation, accuracy, and each of these four aspects is assessed on the same scale.  

iv. We are unsure whether this then means that each is accorded equal weight, which would seem 

unwise. For example, we would suggest that accuracy, which encompasses “sentence 

correctness, tense consistency, singular/plural, pronoun usage, verb forms,” should be given less 

weighting than other aspects associated with communicating meaning.  

v. It may also be useful for NZQA to release the marking rubric for questions 1 and 2 (extended 

written responses) ahead of the assessment. 

vi. The third part of the Writing CAA largely involves "error correction” and “feature spotting” (Cushing, 

2021). While NZQA has suggested that this section allows for an additional opportunity for 

students to show their proficiency, our SMEs believe that, on balance, it lacks ecological validity 

(see Cushing, 2021, for example) and is more difficult to complete successfully than if one is 

writing and checking one’s own work in the first two texts. We suggest considering the extent to 

which these skills can be better assessed in the first part of the assessment and if not, consider if 

this section should be removed.  
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4. NUMERACY ASSESSMENT PRINCIPLES 

4.1 The literacy requirements of the numeracy assessment cannot exceed those of the reading 

or writing assessments 

i. While both agencies agree that it is reasonable to expect learners to read word problems and 

convert these into mathematical problems for the numeracy assessment, the word problems 

should require the same or lower levels of literacy that the reading/writing assessments (and not 

higher). It is also important that the literacy requirements are consistent across assessments. 

ii. An example from the first 2022 pilot assessment is the use of the idiomatic expression “best buy”. 

We are of the view that there was too much ambiguity in this question, which increased the literacy 

demands: 

a) best is highly subjective – do we mean highest quantity of product for lowest expenditure? Or 

appropriate quantity of product (for the recipe) irrespective of price? 

b) should learners provide workings and answers for both possibilities?  

c) how was this marked? 

iii. As we stated in the original brief for Numeracy, the literacy demands of the assessment should not 

create a barrier to demonstrating numeracy knowledge. The purpose of this standard is not to 

assess breadth of vocabulary, but to set up a context sufficiently so learners can formulate 

mathematical and statistical approaches, use mathematics and statistics and explain the 

reasonableness of a solution. This does of course have to be balanced with the ‘interpret 

reasonable’ component of the standard, but we recommend that NZQA provides more clarity as to 

where this does – and does not – play a part in the assessment design. 

iv. We also recommend that NZQA conducts readability and vocabulary analyses, mentioned above 

under Literacy principles, on any text used in the numeracy assessment, as well as of the 

assessment as a whole. .  

v. An example from the first 2022 assessment event is the question where learners needed to 

interpret “most injuries are from strains and tears to muscles” as a “muscle injury from lifting, 

carrying or putting down objects.” While learners may have been relatively successful on this 

question, it should be noted that 

a. Q9 had a well-drawn diagram to support learners.  

b. The contexts should be meaningful to learners as specified in the standard. 

vi. Open-response items, which are primarily used to assess Outcome 3 of the numeracy standard, 

carry the most significant demands in terms of literacy (they require reading and writing, including 

reasoning in writing). When designing future assessments for numeracy, we recommend paying 

the most attention to these. 

4.2 Context matters 

i. We recommend that NZQA continues to refine the contexts that are used in the Numeracy CAAs. 

While there is the expectation that learners can transfer their mathematical and statistical skills in a 

range of contexts both familiar and unfamiliar (e.g., reading a bus timetable is a skill that can be 

transferred to reading ferry, train, or flight timetables or work timetables), some contexts are likely 

to cause greater cognitive challenges than others. Situational interest (also called “seductive 
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details”) can distract and unfairly disadvantage poorer readers who struggle to comprehend 

connected text. 

ii. The situations that learners can be assessed in should be meaningful. This is defined in the

standard as “a situation that is relevant to the learner’s, everyday life, learning, participatory

citizenship, or work.” Contexts such as Q8: Accidents in the workplace are complex, with many

adults struggling to understand the language and functions of ACC. For secondary school learners

to understand this context seems to be beyond the purview of what is expected at a foundational

level in numeracy or indeed of literacy.

4.3 Translation of the assessment tasks for numeracy into a learner’s first or preferred 

language may not be an appropriate solution to inequitable opportunities 

i. Both agencies have fielded queries about translating numeracy into te reo Māori. Given the

existence of the Māori-medium Pāngarau standard, we assume the target audience would be

learners who are transitioning from Māori-medium settings into English-medium settings.

a. Advice from Ākonga Māori is that it is worth exploring whether a better solution would be to

allow these learners to complete the Pāngarau standard.

ii. The Ministry plans to carry out further operational policy work, in collaboration with NZQA, to

determine the most equitable and consistent position.

a. A decision may not be reached ahead of 2023, in which case both agencies need to mitigate

any disadvantage to learners by providing both the original and translated paper, as was done

in Niue.

4.4 Learners should be guaranteed access to pens, paper, and calculators for workings. 

i. Assessment Master does not support mathematical workings, operations, or language. Nor does it

offer a built-in calculator.

ii. There is a risk that these lacks will discourage learners from inputting their workings in the text

boxes provided since they may not know or feel empowered to decide how to represent their

mathematical thinking in text (words).

iii. In promoting a digital-first approach, NZQA needs to remind schools and providers of the

limitations of Assessment Master, particularly with regards to mathematical workings, so that

learners can be supported with the tools they need to complete the assessments.

iv. We note that while the assessment specifications for numeracy remind schools and providers to

ensure ākonga have a calculator, no mention is made of paper for workings, and we believe this

could lead to inconsistent provision.

4.5 Assessment designers must ensure internal consistency of terms, units, and symbols 

within an assessment 

i. For the first 2022 pilot assessment event, there were issues of consistency in how units were

presented and how large numbers were written. Some examples:

a. In Q9: Kūaka, large numbers are written with a space in between, such as “12 200” in (c). In

contrast, Q8: Accidents in the workplace writes large numbers with a comma in between, such

as “924,020,378”.
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b. In Q8: Accidents in the workplace, it is noted that the value 924,020,378 may be given on a

calculator in scientific notation, which is outside the scope of CL4.

c. In Q10: Sleepout, the following information is provided: The garage is 3.1 metres wide and

5.5m long. Both “m” and “metres” are used in the same sentence.

ii. There is also the matter to consider regarding symbols that are not universal. For example, Europe

uses commas (,) where we use decimal points (.).
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3. TE REO MATATINI ME TE PĀNGARAU ASSESSMENT PRINCIPLES 

i. The Ministry has heard through its Change Hubs that some kaiako in Māori-medium settings 

believe it is unfair that te reo matatini has four parts, which have to be completed within one 

assessment session, while literacy only has two, and these are completed in separate sessions. 

We understand that NZQA has heard similar feedback, and invite NZQA to explore solutions to 

this. The te reo matatini me te pāngarau standards are intended to be unique standards and 

assessment derived from Te Marautanga o Aotearoa, so do not need to be identical to the layout 

of literacy and numeracy (similarly, we have heard that no portfolio in option in English-medium is 

deemed unfair by some). However, the logistical concerns that the standards and assessments for 

te reo matatini me te pāngarau can raise must be addressed.  

ii. The assessment rubric for the oral component of the June CAA for te reo matatini uses deficit and 

negative descriptors of performance (e.g., Lacks understanding of how to go about the task - 

rambles; Lacks naturalness; Limited expression so is less convincing). We recommend that all 

associated materials are reviewed to ensure that strengths-based language is used, wherever 

possible.  

iii. There is concern that by focusing markers’ attention on what ākonga cannot do (rather than what 

they can) may lead to negative outcomes for ākonga. 

iv. As noted in the original assessment brief, we also heard from Māori that non-digital options must 

be available alongside any digital option as many Māori-medium contexts may not have the digital 

infrastructure to support digital assessment. There may also be learners who are uncomfortable 

with using digital technology. This is outlined in our general recommendations above.  

v. A further important consideration for the design and marking of te reo matatini assessments is 

variation in spelling. Different iwi use different strategies to mark length (e.g., Waikato use double 

vowels). There's also a concern where spelling diverges from what's considered the standard (e.g., 

tiaki (common) vs tieki (East Coast)).  

vi. The feedback from markers in the report on assessment one suggests that standardised te reo 

Māori spelling is being assessed. If NZQA manages to introduce spellchecking for te reo Māori, 

this consideration would also need to be front of mind. 

Supporting resources for kaiako 

i. We recommend that NZQA develops further resources to support kaiako, particularly in relation to 

portfolio assessment.  

ii. Te Aka is not available in te reo Māori; this discourages uptake in Māori-medium settings since it 

does not reflect the preferred, and professional, language of kaiako. 

a. One respondent to Tai Huki’s survey suggested that Te Aka could be merged with 

NCEA.education (Māori-medium participants preferred NCEA.education because of the 

language toggle) 

b. There was also a suggestion to integrate Kahu Pūtoi into NCEA.education or to link to this 

forum 

iii. We have also heard that kura would appreciate a summary of guidance for delivering CAAs (a 

“cheat sheet”). This will be important for scenarios where staff are absent, and relievers or 

inexperienced staff step in to run assessments. 
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Portfolio  

i. We can infer from the lack of portfolio entries across the three assessment events to date that kura 

do not feel ready to assess the standards through a portfolio.  

ii. We recommend that NZQA leads the development of assessment tasks for portfolio readiness. 

iii. Specifically, the Ministry requests that NZQA designs and shares clear guidelines for kura and 

kaiako on how to support the delivery of portfolio assessments. We recommend that these 

products should cover: 

a) Suitable types of evidence 

b) Expected quantities of evidence 

c) How to collate and annotate evidence 

ii. The current checklist for portfolio evidence for Pāngarau simply restates the outcomes of the 

standard, without providing further guidance or exemplification. 

a) When setting the prompts for portfolios, NZQA should provide kura with a list of suggested 

texts and resources that are at the appropriate level. These need to be broad enough to align 

with marau ā-kura. 

b) As we noted in our original brief, exemplars should be provided consisting of annotated learner 

portfolios.  
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HE MANATU/MEMORANDUM 

RĀ/DATE: 4 November 2022 

KI/TO: Rob Mill, Group Manager (Acting); Miriam Bookman, 
Senior Manager (Acting) Secondary Tertiary, Pathways 
and Transitions 

KAITUKU/FROM: Andrea Gray, Deputy Chief Executive (Sue Chalmers, 
Chief Advisor Assessment) 

KAUPAPA/SUBJECT: External Assessment Brief: Literacy and Numeracy | 

Te Reo Matatini Me Te Pāngarau – NZQA Response 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Te Takuna/Intent 

1. The MoE has provided NZQA with the External Assessment Brief (the Brief) for the new
literacy and numeracy | te reo matatini me te pāngarau unit standards. This
memorandum provides NZQA’s response to the Brief.

Hei Urupare/Response 

2. While the introduction to the brief acknowledges NZQA’s expertise in assessment design
and NZQA’s responsibility for developing and administering assessment, and we
appreciate this, we do not see this reflected in the remainder of the document to the
same extent. Similarly, whilst the introduction refers to the partnership approach between
the agencies in the development of the standards and the assessment, again the nature
of this Brief suggests further discussion to develop a common understanding of the
notion of a partnership may be required.

3. NZQA has different understanding and expectations to the Ministry of the purpose and
content of a Brief. We expected to receive a document that clearly set out the outcomes
NZQA is required to deliver, along with criteria against which the quality of the
assessment will be evaluated.

4. Rather, the document provides a review of the 2021 and 2022 assessments and
recommendations for improvement, including the provision of instructions to NZQA about
how to deliver its responsibilities. Some of the recommendations restate points made in
a previous document that we did not accept and have already responded to. Other
recommendations have not previously been presented to NZQA. We feel that a
discussion of these points, prior to committing them to a written document, would better
reflect the desired collaborative, partnership approach.

5. We consider some of the recommendations to be out of scope. For example, while
feedback on SAC is welcomed as it applies specifically to these assessments, we note it
is part of a wider piece of joint agency policy work still underway. Similarly, feedback on
the delivery of the assessments on Assessment Master is also welcomed, noting that
NCEA Online is part of a wider piece of NZQA’s work, and improvements to the platform
are ongoing.

6. NZQA has noted some valuable evaluative feedback in the document, which we will use
to inform the development of the 2023 assessment activities. However, many of the
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recommendations require discussion so the agencies can jointly consider the evidence 
behind the recommendations and ensure a clear joint understanding of the purpose of 
specific processes and the rationale behind assessment design decisions made. 

 
7. The document is presented as a set of principles. However, in all but a few instances, we 

would not consider the stated principles to be principles. For example, “assessment is 
accessible to all learners” is a principle; “create question banks” is a recommended 
action. 

 
8. NZQA also has concerns about some of the tone and language in the document. The 

document creates an impression that the assessments have serious flaws and that 
NZQA is not aware of these, nor taking appropriate action to address them. This is not 
an accurate reflection of the quality of the past assessment activities; the “fitness for 
purpose” of the activities is well supported by the statistical analysis undertaken by 
NZCER and by the review and observations of the marking panels. 

 
9. Assessment is a significant part of NZQA’s core business, and thus, recommendation 

1.3 (page 3) is of particular concern. The request that NZQA adopt the “Critical 
Perspectives guidelines and quality criteria” appears to suggest that the Ministry is not 
confident that NZQA’s assessment practices are based on the principles of aromatawai 
and assessment and that it is not already aligning its work with the objectives of the 
NCEA Change Programme. 

 

Te Taunaki/Recommendations 
 
10. NZQA is committed to a culture of continuous improvement and welcomes all feedback 

on its assessment design and all assessment systems and processes. We consider a 
meeting to discuss the recommendations in the document would be a more collaborative 
and constructive approach rather than us providing a detailed response to each of the 
recommendations. The latter would not address our queries or perceived 
misunderstandings that appear to underpin some of the recommendations. 
 

11. NZQA acknowledges the Ministry’s lead role in delivering the NCEA Change Programme 
and its accountability to the Minister for all aspects of this programme. NZQA wishes to 
work with the Ministry to provide the required assurances that its assessment systems 
and processes will deliver high quality assessment demanded by the Change 
Programme. To this end, NZQA would value a document that clearly articulates the 
outcomes the Ministry expects NZQA to deliver, as outlined in paragraph 3. 
 

12. We recommend: 
a. a joint agency discussion is scheduled to work towards a common understanding 

of the nature of the collaborative partnership underpinning this activity and to 
clarify each agency’s roles and responsibilities. 

 
b. the Ministry reviews its recommendations and re-presents them in relation to the 

specific activities; for example, relating to: 

• assessment development and marking  

• administration and delivery of assessment activities 

• teacher/student support 

• expectations concerning Ministry contributions to assessment design and 
marking. 

 

c. the Brief clearly articulates the expected delivery outcomes. 
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