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Abstract 

The current research investigated the mechanism of the phenomenon known as washback 

(i.e., the impact of assessment on teaching and learning) in the context of a new national standards-

based assessment system in New Zealand, particularly focusing on the area of the teaching and 

learning of Japanese as a foreign language. The National Certificate of Educational Achievement 

(NCEA) was progressively implemented across all subjects in the final three years of secondary 

schooling from 2002. It replaced norm-referenced assessments and aimed to function as assessment 

for learning as well as of learning. 

The research consisted of three studies. Studies One and Two investigated washback effects 

of NCEA as perceived by teachers and students of Japanese, and beliefs about NCEA which 

contributed to the washback effects. Participants claimed that the majority of the intended positive 

washback effects were promoted by the assessment, but the nature of the washback depended on 

beliefs about NCEA held by teachers and students. Students tended to report more negative 

washback of NCEA than did teachers. Study Three explored the role that contextual factors (e.g., 

subject, gender) and beliefs might play in mediating washback. This large-scale study involved 

teachers and students of Japanese, French, History, and Mathematics. Teacher and Student 

Questionnaires were developed to investigate washback of NCEA and beliefs about NCEA, 

Teaching, Learning, and Teacher Efficacy as well as to collect relevant background information on 

the participants. The study revealed that some contextual factors played a role in mediating certain 

types of beliefs and washback effects. The results also confirmed the crucial role that beliefs play in 

mediating washback, indicating that positive washback was promoted when participants’ beliefs 

were in line with the intentions of the assessment.  

It is concluded that for educational reform through assessment change to be successful, stake 

holders’ beliefs about the role of assessment may need to be altered. A model is presented to 

describe the mechanism of washback, showing how washback could be mediated directly and 

indirectly by contextual factors and beliefs. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

It has commonly been argued that it is possible to engineer positive impact on teaching and 

learning by the use of high-stakes tests (e.g., Chapman & Snyder, 2000; Popham, 1987). The idea of 

promoting effective teaching and learning through assessment changes is associated with 

measurement-driven instruction (MDI) in education (Popham, 1987, 1993; Resnick & Resnick, 

1992). The underlying assumption of MDI is that high-stakes tests, if designed properly, can 

promote effective teaching and learning as teachers and students are likely to concentrate on what is 

going to be assessed because of important consequences of the tests (Chapman & Snyder, 2000; 

Popham, 1987). In view of this, tests became not only a measurement of educational achievement, 

but also a strategy to bring about desired teaching and learning as part of educational reform (Linn, 

1992; Petrie, 1987). 

The more recent USA educational reform movement began with the release of “A Nation at 

Risk” by the National Commission on Excellence in 1983, which reported the shortcomings of the 

U.S. public education system and led to increased calls for educational reform and accountability 

(Aschbacher, 1991; Kubiszyn & Borich, 2003). Educational reforms through high-stakes 

assessment have grown in the United States and in other countries where centralised educational 

systems are in place (Elford, 2002; Popham, 1987; Shepard, 1992), including New Zealand. Such 

educational reforms, however, have led to mixed results. Chapman and Snyder (2000) reviewed 

some successful and unsuccessful cases of educational reforms through changes in high-stakes tests 

that had been made in an attempt to enhance the quality of teaching and learning. They concluded 

that success in educational reforms could not be guaranteed because it was not the test itself that 

influenced teachers’ behaviour, but rather it was teachers’ beliefs about the test that influenced their 

behaviour. Madaus and Kellaghan (1993) also stated that the effects of tests were brought about by 

what individuals believed to be the case. It seems that it is important to investigate teachers’ beliefs, 

knowledge, assumptions and principles about the impact of tests on their practice. 
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In the field of applied linguistics, the concept of a test influencing teaching and learning in 

the language learning classroom was rarely discussed until the early 1990s (Andrews, 2004; Bailey, 

1996; Cheng, 1997; Elder & Wigglesworth, 1996; Wall, 2000). The term washback became used in 

the field to refer to the power that high-stakes tests could have on language teaching and learning, 

although impact or consequences are more commonly used in the field of education (Rea-Dickins & 

Scott, 2007). While the concept of washback was earlier only asserted based on anecdotal evidence 

(Burrows, 2004), the pioneer evidence-based washback research was carried out by Alderson and 

Wall (1993). They investigated the effects of the introduction of new tests in Sri Lanka on the 

teaching of English as a foreign language by secondary school teachers. Implementing the tests was 

expected to reinforce innovations in teaching materials and to encourage communicative language 

teaching while discouraging traditional grammar focused teaching. They found, however, that 

teachers’ lessons remained teacher-centred over the period of two years and students still had little 

chance to use English in a practical way – although language learning activities and the design of 

classroom tests were influenced by the new textbooks. They concluded that the effects of the 

implementation of new tests were much more limited than expected and that the mechanism of 

washback was not as straightforward as previously thought. 

Following Alderson and Wall’s (1993) study, there have been a number of classroom 

observation-based studies carried out in various settings such as Hong Kong (Cheng, 1997, 1998, 

1999), Israel (Shohamy, Donitsa-Schmidt & Ferman, 1996), Japan (Watanabe, 1996), Sri Lanka 

(Wall, 1996), the United States (Alderson & Hamp-Lyons, 1996), the United Kingdom (Scott, 

2007), and New Zealand (Hayes & Read, 2004). Some washback studies investigated influences of 

the existing large-scale tests on teaching and learning (e.g., on the Test of English as a Foreign 

Language (TOEFL) by Alderson and Hamp-Lyons, 1996; on the International English Language 

Testing System (IELTS) by Hayes and Read, 2004; and on Japanese university entrance 

examinations by Watanabe, 1996). Other washback studies investigated the effects of the 

implementation of a new test or changes made to the existing test which were introduced in an 
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attempt to promote more effective language teaching and learning (Andrews, Fullilove & Wong, 

2002; Cheng, 1997, 1998, 1999; Qi, 2005; Shohamy et al., 1996; Wall & Alderson, 1996). 

The findings of the washback research discussed above have been inconclusive. Some 

studies found that teaching content was more likely than teaching methodology to be influenced by 

tests (Cheng, 1999). Others found that tests influenced both teaching content and teaching 

methodology, but the extent of the influence of the tests varied from teacher to teacher (Alderson & 

Hamp-Lyons, 1996; Watanabe, 1996) as well as from student to student (Andrews et al., 2002). The 

unpredictability of washback effects led researchers to assume that these findings may be due to the 

variability of the educational contexts of teachers and students. The argument in this thesis is that 

these washback effects may be powerfully mediated by beliefs that teachers already possess while 

they introduce new test systems into their current practice.   

Purpose of the research 

In order to better understand the mechanism of washback, the New Zealand context was 

chosen. Like many other countries, New Zealand has been going through educational reform 

through assessment change (Phillips, 2000). In 2002, the National Certificate of Educational 

Achievement (NCEA), a new national assessment system for senior secondary students was 

introduced. Traditionally, New Zealand offered norm-referenced assessment systems where 

students’ performance was evaluated in relation to other students. However, the traditional 

approaches to education were no longer seen as appropriate for New Zealand to maintain skills and 

economic prosperity (Lee & Lee, 2000). Thus, New Zealand has moved away from norm-

referenced assessment to standards-based assessment where students’ performance is evaluated 

against pre-described criteria (Donnelly, 2000). The aims of NCEA included providing students 

with clear focus on achievable standards as goals, and motivating students of all abilities to strive 

for higher levels of achievement (Fancy, 2001; New Zealand Qualifications Authority [NZQA], 

2001). 
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Prior to the implementation of the new assessment system, there was much debate on 

possible changes to the nature of teaching and learning at secondary level that NCEA would bring 

about (e.g., Hall, 1999; Lee & Lee, 2000; Strachan, 2001). After its implementation, several studies 

investigated how NCEA was influencing secondary school teachers and students. The studies often 

identified both positive and negative effects of NCEA on teaching and learning (e.g., Alison, 2005; 

Callander, 2006; Ellis, 2005; Education Review Office [ERO], 2004; Hall, 2005; Hipkins & 

Vaughan, 2002; Hipkins, Vaughan, Beals, & Ferral, 2004; Locke, 2005; Meyer, McClure, Walkey,  

McKenzie, & Weir, 2006; NZQA, 2006; Stewart, Gray, & Pilcher, 2007). While a few studies 

found that the nature of some effects of NCEA on teaching and learning depended on the 

participants’ beliefs (e.g., Alison, 2005; Stewart et al., 2007), none has discussed the issues in 

relation to the mechanism of washback (e.g., how certain types of test impact were mediated by 

various factors and beliefs). Given the complex nature of washback discussed in the literature, the 

current research aimed to investigate the role of various factors and beliefs in the process of 

washback, incorporating theories discussed in both education and applied linguistics fields.  

Significance of the research 

Despite the findings of some studies which have suggested the impact of NCEA varied 

depending on subject (e.g., Alison, 2005; Stewart et al., 2007), to my knowledge, no research has 

been carried out to investigate how NCEA is influencing teachers and students of foreign 

languages. Prior to 2007, the New Zealand Curriculum specified seven essential learning areas (i.e., 

Language and Languages, Mathematics, Science, Technology, Social Sciences, The Arts, and 

Health and Physical Well-being) for a broad and balanced education for all students. Learning a 

foreign language was categorised under ‘Language and Languages’, together with English. In the 

revised New Zealand Curriculum which specifies eight essential learning areas (Ministry of 

Education, 2007), learning a foreign language has been given more prominence as a stand alone 

essential learning area. Thus, the current research specifically investigated the nature of washback 

effects of NCEA on the teaching and learning of Japanese as a foreign language, which is the most 
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popular Asian language taught at secondary schools in New Zealand. Over 16,000 secondary school 

students were learning Japanese in New Zealand, calculated from figures in the survey reported by 

the Embassy of Japan in New Zealand (2008) and in the report by the Japan Foundation (2005). 

Furthermore, washback researchers in the field of applied linguistics have rarely 

communicated with those in the field of education, although the power that a test has on teaching 

and learning is now well recognised and has been extensively investigated in both fields (Rea-

Dickins & Scott, 2007). Therefore, the current research aimed to incorporate theories of test impact 

or washback available in the two fields. It can be argued that identifying the role of contexts and 

beliefs can contribute to a model of washback which shows further understanding of its mechanism. 

Structure of the thesis 

The next chapter reviews literature on the impact or washback of assessment on teaching 

and learning in the fields of both education and applied linguistics. The chapter also presents the 

context and design of this research.  

The research is comprised of three studies. Chapter Three presents Study One, which was 

designed to explore the nature of perceived washback effects of NCEA on teachers of Japanese and 

their beliefs about NCEA through focus groups. The study aimed to investigate the relationship 

between the types of washback effects identified and the beliefs reported by the teachers, and to 

identify the extent to which intended positive washback effects of NCEA and unintended negative 

washback effects of NCEA were evident. Chapter Four presents Study Two, which involved 

students of Japanese. By the use of focus groups, this study investigated perceived washback effects 

of NCEA on students of Japanese and their beliefs about NCEA. Besides identifying the 

relationship between washback effects and students’ beliefs, and identifying the extent to which 

intended positive washback effects of NCEA and unintended negative washback effects of NCEA 

were evident, Study Two also aimed to investigate similarities and differences among teachers of 

Japanese and students of Japanese in terms of their beliefs about NCEA and the washback effects 

on the teaching and learning of Japanese they reported.  
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Chapter Five presents Study Three for which the two studies presented in chapters three and 

four provided a baseline. This final study involved teachers and students of four subjects: Japanese, 

French, History and Mathematics. Through questionnaires, Study Three investigated the extent to 

which washback effects of NCEA and beliefs held by teachers and students varied depending on 

factors such as subject, decile ranking of schools, and gender. The final study also explored how 

washback effects were mediated by certain types of beliefs held by teachers and students in an 

attempt to establish a link between washback effects of NCEA and beliefs held by teachers and 

students. Finally, in Chapter Six, a model of the mechanism of washback is proposed to illustrate an 

understanding of the process of washback that was exhibited in the current research. This chapter 

concludes with implications and possible directions of future research.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter consists of four sections. The first section will present a brief history of the use 

of assessment as a lever of educational reform in the United States and will review the literature on 

the impact of assessment on teaching and learning in the field of education. The second section will 

review literature on the washback of language assessment in the field of applied linguistics. The 

current educational reform in the New Zealand context will be discussed in the third section. In the 

final section, the design of the current research will be presented.  

 

Research on test impact in the field of education 
 
The strong influence of high-stakes tests on teaching and learning processes has long been 

accepted in the field of education (Madaus, 1988; Pearson, 1988; Resnick & Resnick, 1992). A test 

could be considered as high-stakes if the test results were perceived by stakeholders (e.g., teachers, 

students, parents and schools) to have serious consequences, such as graduation, comparison or 

placement of students, the evaluation of teachers or schools, and/or the allocation of resources to 

schools (Madaus, 1988). Elton and Laurillard (1979) argued that the quickest way to change student 

learning was to change the assessment system. McEwen (1995) also claimed that what was assessed 

often became what was valued by teachers and learners and then became what was taught.  

 

Assessment as a lever for change 
 

The recognition of the power of high-stakes tests has led researchers to believe that it was 

possible to promote particular educational goals by manipulating tests, their formats, their items, 

their dimensions, their timing, and their importance (Pearson, 1988; Popham, 1987). The use of 

assessment for educational reform is not new. Linn (2000) argued that assessment has played an 

important role in numerous reform efforts for decades. In the United States during the 1950s, for 
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example, assessment was considered to be a tool for selecting students for gifted programmes at 

high school and for higher education, while during the 1960s more emphasis was placed on the use 

of assessment for evaluation of programmes that students were participating in and accountability 

for funding (Linn, 2000). The 1970s and early 1980s saw the use of minimum-competency testing 

as a means of educational reform which focused on the lower end of the achievement distribution 

by requiring students to have minimal basic skills before graduation (Linn, 2000).  

The recognition of the need to push beyond requiring a minimum level of performance from 

students, however, soon led to another test-based educational reform in which the use of test results 

was expanded to include school and district accountability (Linn, 2000; Miller, Linn, & Gronlund, 

2009). This movement was widely acknowledged to have begun with the release in the United 

States of “A Nation at Risk” in 1983 by the National Commission on Excellence (Aschbacher, 

1991; Kubiszyn & Borich, 2003; Petrie, 1987). The report highlighted the shortcomings of the 

public education system in the United States and recommended the use of assessment as a tool to 

improve student outcomes (Aschbacher, 1991; Kubiszyn & Borich, 2003). The report had a 

considerable influence in shifting the focus of accountability of the education system from 

compliance with rules and regulations to students’ educational outcomes (Wong & Nicotera, 2007). 

 

Measurement-Driven Instruction (MDI) based on early views 
 

During the 1980s, Popham, Cruse, Rankin, Sandifer, and Williams (1985) coined the term 

measurement-driven instruction (MDI) for the concept that allowing tests to drive instruction was a 

useful strategy for educational reform. The underlying assumption of MDI was that high-stakes 

tests, if designed and implemented properly, could promote effective teaching and learning as 

teachers and students were likely to concentrate on what was going to be assessed because of 

important consequences of the tests (Popham, 1987). Tests became not only a measurement of 

educational achievement, but also a strategy to bring about desired teaching and learning as part of 

educational reform (Linn, 1992; Petrie, 1987). Teaching to tests – the practice which teachers had 
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long been discouraged from (Resnick & Resnick, 1992) – became a desired practice under the 

philosophy of MDI (Broadfoot, 1996; Khattri & Sweet, 1996). 

Early approaches of measurement-driven reform were based on a model of education which 

assumed that learning took place in discrete units, from basic skills to higher-order skills, and that 

these skills could be assessed in a decontextualised way (Khattri & Sweet, 1996). Both teachers and 

students were regarded as passive participants in this view because teachers acted according to 

rewards for improved students’ test scores or sanctions for failing to make it happen, and students 

were simply to receive knowledge (Noble & Smith, 1994b). Assessment based on these beliefs was 

typically via multiple-choice tests (Noble & Smith, 1994b). The advantages of multiple-choice test 

items as an objective measurement was widely discussed in much research (Gronlund, 1993). Such 

items could measure not only factual knowledge, but also higher order thinking and reasoning 

(Sternberg & Williams, 2002). The use of these methods in MDI as a successful tool for educational 

reform was reported in studies by Popham et al. (1985) and Popham (1987). Their studies provided 

evidence of dramatic improvement in students’ basic skills and narrowing of the gap between 

majority and minority groups of students in the states of Detroit, Maryland, Texas, and South 

Carolina. Indeed, students’ performance on published standardized tests appeared to have improved 

in the majority of states and districts during the 1980s (Linn, Graue, & Sanders, 1990). Before too 

long, virtually all states had averages greater than the norms in the test and this phenomenon was 

described as the “Lake Wobegon” effect (Miller, et al., 2009). 

Some researchers, however, suggested that caution was necessary before interpreting effects 

of MDI as positive (Bracey, 1987; Linn, 1993). The results of standardised tests gave an inflated 

impression of student achievement (Linn, 2000), possibly caused by factors such as the extensive 

coaching for tests, the repeated use of test forms year after year, the use of old norms, and the 

exclusion of certain students (e.g., special needs students) from taking accountability testing (Linn, 

et al., 1990; Shepard, 1990).  
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During the early 1990s, MDI again attracted attention from those interested in promoting 

better education, but this time it was about possible damage which MDI might have caused in 

education rather than benefits of MDI (Cizek, 1993). Indeed, the findings of many studies on 

mandated testing often indicated unintended negative impact on teaching and learning (Madaus & 

Kellaghan, 1993). For instance, the teaching content of lessons was often affected negatively by 

high-stakes tests. Smith, Edelsky, Draper, Rottenberg, and Cherland (1990) found that teachers 

failed to cover materials such as science and social studies which were not included in the 

externally mandated tests. Narrowing of the curriculum was commonly found in other studies as 

well (e.g., Cooley, 1991; Corbett & Wilson, 1991; Madaus, 1988). Darling-Hammond and Wise 

(1985) demonstrated how teachers often failed to emphasize skills which required complex thinking 

or problem solving and instead focused on the materials which were covered in the mandated test.  

Teaching methods also were affected by high-stakes mandated testing: teachers failed to 

employ team teaching approaches in the mandated testing context (Stodolsky, 1988); teachers 

reported matching their teaching methods with the mandated tests such as using more multiple-

choice worksheets (Smith, et al., 1990). Other reported negative effects of tests included loss in 

instructional time (Nolen, Haladyna, & Haas, 1989; Smith et al., 1990), decreased teachers’ sense of 

empowerment (Shepard, 1991; Smith & Rottenberg, 1991), and teachers’ distress caused by a 

mismatch between their beliefs about students’ needs and the teaching methods they felt were 

imposed on them (Hatch & Freeman, 1988). These negative consequences were argued to be the 

results of teachers’ concentrating on boosting their students’ scores in high-stakes tests (Noble & 

Smith, 1994b). While Popham (1993) attributed the mixed results of measurement driven reform to 

variation in the quality of the design of measurement driven instructional programmes (i.e., a poorly 

designed measurement driven reform would lead to negative effects, and the opposite would be 

true), others such as Broadfoot (1996) claimed that dissatisfaction with traditional, multiple-choice 

tests was becoming evident.    
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Measurement-Driven Instruction (MDI) based on a new view 
 

Despite the growing discontent with the shortcomings of multiple-choice, norm-referenced 

tests, many reformers and policy makers still had faith in the power of tests and they turned their 

attention to alternative approaches to learning (Khattri & Sweet, 1996). Many of these approaches 

aimed to have students regarded as active participants in learning, rather than waiting for 

knowledge or skills to be given to them (Cobb, 2000). There was an increased recognition of the 

importance of taking contexts into account as learning was unlikely to be separated from the context 

in which learning developed (Resnick, 1987), and an enhanced recognition of formative as well as 

summative assessment (Black & Wiliam, 1998). Of particular interest to the context of this thesis, 

there was an interest in performance assessment. Such assessment included tasks which were set in 

a real world context (e.g., conducting projects), and tasks where students were asked to produce 

something where process was evaluated as well as product (e.g., portfolio). Khattri and Sweet 

(1996) pointed out that while these forms of assessment were not entirely new, there was a new 

emphasis placed on the use of performance assessment for the purposes of promoting desired 

changes in teaching and learning, as well as on accountability and certification (Khattri & Sweet, 

1996).  

Advocates of performance assessment promoted its superiority over multiple-choice tests as 

a tool for bringing about positive educational changes. It was argued that teaching directed toward 

preparation for a performance assessment could promote better instructional practice (Baker, 

Aschbacher, Niemi, & Sato, 1992). Students would be motivated to learn because tasks involved 

would be more meaningful to them, reflecting the world outside the classroom (Khattri & Sweet, 

1996). The term performance assessment became a “buzzword” for educational change during the 

1990s (Khattri & Sweet, 1996). By the early 1990s, about half of the US states had adopted varying 

degrees of performance-based assessment mainly in the areas of mathematics, science, social 

studies and writing  (Aschbacher, 1991) and Vermont, Arizona, Kentucky, and Maryland became 
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pioneer states  for the development and implementation of innovative performance-based 

assessments (Khattri & Sweet, 1996).  

The findings from the research on the impact of performance-based assessment on teaching 

and learning were mixed. For instance, Koretz, Stecher, Klein, McCaffrey, and Deibert  (1993) 

studied the portfolio assessment project in Vermont and found some positive effects such as 

teachers’ paying more attention to problem solving, and spending more time working with students 

in small groups. On the other hand,  some negative effects were reported by teachers, including 

heavy demands on their time, a sense of confusion about the purposes of the portfolios, and anxiety 

about how to score them (Koretz et al., 1993). Teachers felt they had not received sufficient 

information from the state and the rapid speed of the reform was criticised. There was, however, 

overall support for the programme and it was seen as bringing about improved instructional 

practices.  

 

More recent assessment reform movement 
 

The educational reform during the 1990s added several new features while continuing to put 

an emphasis on accountability (Miller et al., 2009). The four major new features were (a) setting 

ambitious academic outcome goals that defined levels of acceptable student performance and 

shaped the assessments; (b) using types of assessment where students were required to construct 

their own responses, rather than only choosing from multiple choice items; (c) attaching high-stakes 

accountability for teachers and sometimes students and schools; and (d) the opportunity to learn for 

all students (Linn, 2000; Miller et al., 2009).  

This reform movement was given even more prominence with the passage of the No Child 

Left Behind Act (NCLB), signed into law in the United States by President George W. Bush in 

2001 (Porter, 2005). The broad goals of NCLB were to promote high achievement levels among all 

students, especially low-achieving groups of students and to close the achievement gap that 
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parallels race and class distinctions (Darling-Hammond, 2004). The goals were worthy of praise to 

most individuals (Lane, 2004).  

NCLB requires states to assess all students in reading and mathematics in Grades 3-8 (Wong 

& Nicotera, 2007) and to establish accountability systems for all school students (Rouse, 2005). If 

schools fail to meet prescribed outcome goals (known as “Adequate Yearly Progress”) for each 

subgroup of students, (e.g., those who are economically disadvantaged; those with limited English) 

they face sanctions. Schools can be declared as “failing”, they are not able to receive compensatory 

funds known as Title 1, and they have to allow students to be transferred at the school’s expense to 

another school (Porter, 2005; Rouse, 2005). 

Despite the admirable intentions of NCLB to improve the achievement of every child, 

unintended negative effects have been evident. For example, many states “officially” lowered 

standards in an attempt to avoid having to declare as failing (Darling-Hammond, 2004). Schools 

tended to put low-achieving students into special education so that their test scores would not be 

counted for reporting (Darling-Hammond, 2004). Further, Darling-Hammond (2004) argued that 

NCLB began threating to undo the successful gain in student learning achieved through 

performance-based assessment programmes made by some states (e.g., Vermont) during the 1990s 

because the states stopped offering programmes which did not fit the new federal requirements.  

A recent study by Srikantaiah, Zhang, and Swayhoover (2008) which included observation 

of classroom practices in some Rhode Island schools found that the test-based accountability was 

driving the curriculum and that this discouraged innovative teaching. Srikantaiah et al. (2008) also 

found that lessons had become teacher-centred with a reliance on standardised tests to measure 

achievement, and that teaching and practicing test-taking strategies was a strong focus in class. 

Some teachers reported constant worry about test scores which affected their morale. Teachers in 

one school, however, who described their curriculum as “atypical” said they had kept their project-

based activities while meeting the required test standards (Srikantaiah et al., 2008). Under NCLB, 

the disturbing achievement gap widened rather than narrowed (Darling-Hammond, 2004; Hursh, 
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2008). Thus, NCLB came to harm students in minority groups such as black and Latino students 

who were supposed to benefit from the policy (Darling-Hammond, 2004; Hursh, 2008; Karp, 2004), 

although Karp (2004) acknowledged a positive effect of NCLB that overdue attention had finally 

been paid to disadvantaged students who suffered from educational inequality.  

The case of NCLB, where state test scores are the sole measure of school and student 

progress (Karp, 2004), demonstrates that high-stakes assessment alone does not bring about 

intended positive effects. The argument in this thesis is that many of the effects, positive or 

negative, may be mediated through the beliefs of teachers and students about the purpose and value 

of using assessment, and its impact on their teaching and learning, as well as through the context in 

which the assessment is administered. 

 

Complexity of educational changes  
 
The mixed results of assessment reform efforts probably reflect the complexity of the 

mechanism of test impact. Fullan (2001) argued that educational change was multi-dimensional. He 

stated that at least three dimensions were likely to be at stake in the implementation of any new 

policy or programme: the possible use of new instructional materials or technologies, the possible 

use of new teaching approaches (methods or activities), and the possible alteration of beliefs about 

teaching and theories underlying any new testing system. Stakeholders may alter none, one, two, or 

all three dimensions (Fullan, 2001). For example, teachers may use new textbooks without altering 

their teaching methods, or teachers may alter their teaching methods without understanding the 

theories underlying the change (Fullan, 2001). Fullan (2001) claimed that ignorance of the multi-

dimensional nature of change could account for mixed outcomes of educational reform.  

While changes in all three dimensions (i.e., resources, teaching methods, and beliefs about 

teaching and learning) would be necessary for educational reform to achieve its goals, Fullan (2001) 

particularly stressed the importance of developing new instructional practice and changing beliefs 

because without teachers’ understanding why something should be done in a certain way, 
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fundamental change could not be expected. Fullan (2001) suggested that changes in instructional 

practice would be hard to bring about because teachers would need to establish new skills and new 

ways of teaching. Changes in beliefs would be even harder because teachers’ core values would be 

challenged (Fullan, 2001). To make the matter more complicated, even if teachers’ practices were 

altered, that would not necessarily lead to changes in students’ learning (Chapman & Snyder, 2000).  

For educational reform to be successful, belief change would also have to occur among 

students, and people in communities, such as parents and employers. In educational reform, 

students tended to be considered by teachers and policy makers as recipients of potential benefits of 

the change, not as participants in a process of change (Fullan, 2001). Mitchell (1995) also claimed 

that a lack of explanation to the communities about the shift in the concept of learning – from 

students simply acquiring knowledge to students acquiring understanding and problem solving 

about knowledge – would be likely to lead to a demand for test results with percentages and grades. 

Thus, it can be argued that changes in beliefs held by all stakeholders are crucial for positive 

outcomes of educational reform. 

It should be kept in mind, however, that it will take time to bring about changes in beliefs 

(Kumar, Gheen & Kaplan, 2002). Noble and Smith (1994b) claimed that teachers’ learning about 

how to carry out new ways of teaching should be considered a process of building new knowledge 

on existing knowledge. Policy makers must make sure sufficient time and resources (e.g., 

mentoring and a series of seminars) are provided to stakeholders so that belief change could 

develop over time (Noble & Smith, 1994b). 

Some researchers have also suggested the importance of investigating beliefs held by 

stakeholders in studies of test impact. Madaus and Kellaghan (1993) pointed out that the power 

which tests had on individuals, schools, or curriculum was a perceptual phenomenon. For example, 

if teachers and students believed a test was high-stakes, then the actual importance of the test would 

not matter very much. Thus, the nature of the test impact was likely to be influenced by the 

perceptions held by stakeholders such as teachers and students (Madaus & Kellaghan, 1993). 

 



  16

Chapman and Snyder (2000) claimed that the relationship between a new or revised testing system 

and changes in teachers’ teaching methods was not a mechanical one because the path between 

them went through teachers’ intention. Chapman and Snyder (2000) suggested that it was not a test 

itself that influenced teachers’ behaviour, but rather it was the teachers’ beliefs about the changes 

introduced by any new testing system that affected what they did. Given the important role of 

beliefs in educational reform highlighted by researchers, it seems vital to investigate what types of 

beliefs are likely to promote positive impact or to cause negative impact. If patterns can be 

identified, they may be able to make a contribution to understanding factors that lead to successful 

educational reform through assessment change. 

 

The model of test impact in the field of education 
 

There have been few attempts to describe a model of how a test can influence teaching and 

learning. This may indicate the difficulty of finding patterns of the way tests influence teachers and 

students. The impact of an assessment seems to depend not only on the quality of the assessment 

itself and the way the results are used, but also the context in which the assessment is introduced 

and administered, and the beliefs held by stakeholders such as teachers and students. A search for 

any model which described the mechanism of test impact on both teachers and students resulted in 

only one (see Figure 1). Based on the international educational development literature, Chapman 

and Snyder (2000) devised a model which illustrated what they called “logical paths” through 

which policy makers assumed that the use of high-stakes assessments would bring about improved 

student learning. Four possible uses of tests are shown on the left of the model and the intended 

outcome (i.e., improved learning) is shown on the right. The paths linking them have intermediate 

events which may include community pressure, but all include providing extra resources and 

improvement of instructional practice. All arrows point to assumed direct consequences. 
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Possible use of testing    Linkages to instructional practice 
 

To target 
resources to 
low achieving 
schools or 
geographical 
areas 

Increased 
resources to 
weakest 
schools 

Resources are 
used in ways 
that lead to 
improved 
instructional 
practice 

New test 
content or 
format 
requires 
teachers to 
teach material 
in different 
ways for 
students to do 
well on the 
test 

Low test scores 
arouse teacher 
and parent 
concern 

Community 
contributes 
more resources 

Test scores 
released to 
public 
motivates 
teachers to 
improve their 
teaching  

Parents and 
community 
pressure on 
teachers to 
improve their 
teaching  

Teachers 
understand what 
changes in 
instructional 
practice can 
raise student 
performance 

Improved 
instructional 
practice 

Improved 
student 
performance 

Low scores 
lead to public 
outcry  

Increased 
amount or richer 
mix of resources 
made available 
to schools 

Resources are 
used in ways 
that lead to 
improved 
instructional 
practice 

Cross-national 
comparison of 
test 
information 
motivates 
governments to 
spend more on 
education  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. A model of the linkage between high-stakes testing and instructional practice. Adapted 

from Chapman and Snyder, 2000, p.466. 

 
Chapman and Snyder (2000) criticised all the pathways, pointing out that policy makers who 

advocated educational reform through assessment change failed to see that explicit catalysts within 

those paths were required between the testing strategies they used and the outcomes they hoped to 

see, although it did not necessarily mean that educators did not know the “craft” of teaching. The 

intermediate events which are coloured in grey (added by the present researcher) depend on the 
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premise that teachers and schools understand how to use resources or harness community concern 

in ways which will improve teaching methods, and consequently students’ achievement, which 

Chapman and Snyder (2000) stated may or may not be realised.  

Chapman and Snyder (2000) also argued that the model was too simplistic as it did not take 

into account the complexity of the teaching and learning process, or that teaching and learning may 

not be easily altered just by manipulating single factors. Chapman and Snyder (2000) stressed that 

policy makers were responsible for clarifying and elaborating the link between testing and 

improved teaching and learning. The model discussed above presents teachers as rather passive, as 

if their beliefs have no part to play in the process. Although Chapman and Snyder (2000) did not 

articulate the role of beliefs in the model, it can be argued that one of the embedded assumptions is 

belief change as Fullan (2001) suggested that it would play an important role in promoting desired 

test impact.  

A major premise of the studies in the current thesis is that beliefs may be one of the catalysts 

necessary to bring about desired outcomes. The field of education may benefit from some recent 

models of test impact that have been proposed in the field of applied linguistics. Such models of test 

impact have taken the role of beliefs into account although those models concern language tests 

rather than educational assessment in general. The following sections will discuss research into test 

impact on teachers and students in the field of applied linguistics. 

 

Research on test impact in the field of applied linguistics 

 
Despite the strong link between assessment, teaching and learning discussed in the field of 

education, the assertion that a test influences what teachers and students do in the classroom is often 

based on anecdotal evidence, and did not receive much attention from researchers until the early 

1990s in the field of applied linguistics (Andrews, 2004; Bailey, 1996; Elder & Wigglesworth, 

1996; Wall, 2000; Watanabe, 1996). Although Alderson (1986) recognised the potential use of 

language tests as a tool to bring about positive effects on language teaching and learning about two 
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decades ago, it took almost another 10 years for the concept of tests influencing teaching and 

learning to become an established research topic. McNamara (2000) argued that this was because 

applied linguistics researchers tended to focus heavily on investigating individuals’ language skills 

and abilities, rather than on the consequences of tests. Elder and Wigglesworth (1996) also pointed 

out that the concept of tests influencing teaching and learning was under-researched probably 

because the huge number of variables involved had made it very difficult for researchers to identify 

a causal relationship between the test and what went on in the classroom.  

The concept of washback 
 

The impact that tests have on teaching and learning is often referred to as washback or 

backwash in the field of applied linguistics (Alderson & Wall, 1993; Bailey, 1996; Buck, 1988; 

Spolsky, 1994; McNamara, 2000). There is no distinction in meaning between washback and 

backwash (Alderson, 2004). In education, it appears to be more common to use the terms effects, 

consequences (Rea-Dickins & Scott, 2007), or impact of tests to describe the same phenomenon, 

although the terms washback (e.g., Broadfoot, 1996) and backwash (e.g., Biggs, 1995) are also 

sometimes used. In applied linguistics, a distinction is made by some researchers between washback 

and impact. According to Wall (1997), the term washback is restricted to test effects on teacher and 

learner behaviour in the classroom whereas impact refers to wider test effects such as their 

influence on teaching materials and educational systems. Therefore, washback can be regarded as 

one dimension of impact (Hamp-Lyons, 1997). It is test effects on teaching and learning that this 

doctoral research is concerned with, and thus, the term washback will be used throughout the thesis.  

Pearson (1988) explained the origin of this term, stating that because a test was often 

expected to come at the end of teaching and learning, the influence of a test on teaching and 

learning seemed to be working in a backward direction: that is it washes back on the teaching and 

learning. Washback itself was considered neutral as it could be interpreted as being either positive 

or negative (Buck, 1988; Hamp-Lyons, 1997). Alderson and Wall (1993) suggested that any test 

may bring about beneficial or detrimental washback effects. The washback effect of a test could be 
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considered positive if it brought about desired changes, while the washback effect could be 

considered negative if learning principles and course objectives were not reflected in a test as 

anticipated (Pearson, 1988).  

 

Pioneer study of washback 
 

The first empirical research on washback was conducted by Alderson and Wall (1993). They 

conducted a two-year investigation of the effects of the implementation of the revised O-Level 

English examination in Sri Lanka on teaching methodology. The revision of the examination was 

made to reinforce the innovations in textbooks and teacher training, which were intended to 

promote communicative English language teaching with its emphasis on practical speaking, reading 

and writing skills, while discouraging traditional teacher-dominant, grammar focused lessons. The 

observations of English lessons in 14 secondary schools before and after the implementation of the 

revised examination revealed that language learning activities and the design of classroom tests 

were influenced by the new textbooks or tests. However, Alderson and Wall (1993) found that there 

was basically no difference in the way the teachers taught over the two years of the study as the 

English lessons remained teacher-centred with little chance for the students to use English in a 

practical way. They concluded that the positive and desired washback effects were much more 

limited than expected.  

Identifying washback as a phenomenon 
 

Following Alderson and Wall’s (1993) study, a number of evidence-based washback studies 

investigated various types of tests in various countries in the world (Burrows, 2004; Wall, 2000). 

There are two major types of washback studies (Cheng & Curtis, 2004; Wall & Horák, 2007). 

Studies that can be categorised as the first type investigate the effects of tests that already exist. 

Examples of this type of study include Alderson and Hamp-Lyons’ (1996) American study on the 

English proficiency test, TOEFL; Hayes and Read’s (2004) New Zealand study on the IELTS; and 
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Watanabe’s (1996) Japanese study on university entrance examinations on the teaching of English 

at an examination preparation school (known as “yobiko”). 

The findings of these studies often highlighted variability in the nature of washback 

depending on individuals. For instance, Alderson and Hamp-Lyons (1996) investigated the effects 

of TOEFL on teaching by comparing TOEFL preparation classes with non-TOEFL classes. They 

found that TOEFL influenced what and how teachers taught in class, but the degree and kind of 

TOEFL effects varied depending on teachers. The authors stated that the type of classes (i.e. 

TOEFL vs non-TOEFL) did not account for why they did what they did in the classroom. Instead, 

teachers’ behaviour in the classroom could be explained not simply by the test, but also by 

investigating teachers’ reasons for the way they prepared their lessons and the way they taught 

during lessons. In his study, Watanabe (1996) also found variability in washback effects between 

two teachers of English in terms of the skills and content covered in the classroom (e.g., including 

or excluding listening activities; doing or not doing direct translations). He concluded from the 

findings that teacher factors such as their previous experiences and beliefs about teaching and 

learning might have contributed to determining what happened in the classroom and might even 

have outweighed the influence of an examination. 

 

Identifying positive washback through language assessment change 
 

Washback studies belonging to the second type are those that investigate whether intended 

positive washback is promoted by the modification of an existing test or the implementation of a 

new test (Cheng & Curtis, 2004; Wall & Horák, 2007). Examples of this type of study are the 

pioneer study conducted by Alderson and Wall (1993); Cheng’s (1997, 1998, 1999) studies on 

Hong Kong Certificate of Education Examination in English (HKCEE); and the Israeli study by 

Shohamy et al. (1996) on the national examinations of Arabic as a second language and of English 

as a foreign language. These tests were typically implemented in an attempt to discourage 

traditional, teacher-centred grammar lessons and to promote language teaching and learning for 
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communication purposes. It is the second type of washback study that is closely related to the 

concept of measurement-driven instruction discussed in the field of education.  

Such studies investigating whether new or modified high-stakes language tests had brought 

about intended positive washback often found mixed results. The tests typically affected only the 

content of teaching, materials used in class, and time allocation, but not teaching methods (e.g., 

Andrews, 1995; Cheng, 1997, 1998, 1999). In her study, Cheng (1997, 1998, 1999) looked into the 

effect of the modified HKCEE on the teaching of English at secondary schools. HKCEE is a high-

stakes public English examination as it is used to determine whether students can proceed to further 

studies at the sixth form level. With the expectation of improving English language teaching and 

learning, the government introduced the modified examination in an attempt to narrow the gap 

between tasks presented in the examination and those in the real world by assessing students’ 

language skills to conduct real-life tasks such as a group discussion (Cheng, 1997, 1998). Cheng 

(1997, 1998, 1999) found that washback effects on the content of teaching and materials used 

occurred very quickly, while there was little evidence of fundamental changes in either teacher 

behaviour or in student learning. Thus she concluded that the modified examination itself would not 

alone bring about the intended change. 

Variability of washback effects on student language learning has also been highlighted. In 

their Hong Kong study, Andrews et al. (2002) investigated whether students’ levels of English 

proficiency had been promoted as a result of the introduction of oral components to the Use of 

English oral examination in 1994. They compared the performances of three matched groups of 

students from 1993 to 1995 on a neutral oral test and found that the test scores of the 1994 and 1995 

cohorts were higher than those of the 1993 cohort. However, Andrews et al. (2002) also found that 

while the test led some students to improve their oral performance, it led others to superficial 

learning such as memorising formulaic phrases and adopting the rote-learning of exam-specific 

strategies. Andrews et al. (2002) thus, concluded that washback effects varied from student to 

 



  23

student because the test appeared to have brought about both intended and unintended washback 

effects.  

 

Identifying reasons for variability in washback effects 
 

The studies conducted during the 1990s tended to focus on investigating whether washback 

existed and if so, whether it was positive or negative (e.g., Alderson & Wall, 1993; Watanabe, 

1996). Alderson (2004) recently argued that research into washback had moved on since the early 

or mid-1990s as researchers were now well aware that washback does exist as a phenomenon, but it 

is extremely complex (Alderson, 2004; Rea-Dickins & Scott, 2007). Thus, the important question is 

no longer whether washback exists, but rather “why a test has what effects it does have” (Alderson, 

2004). Cheng and Curtis (2004) also suggested that washback research should focus on 

investigating the complex causes of washback on teaching and learning, rather than on determining 

whether the effects identified could be categorised as positive or negative. 

An example of such a study was conducted by Qi (2005) who looked at washback effects of 

a high-stakes test, the National Matriculation English Test (NMET). The test was implemented to 

promote pedagogical reform in English education in China – an attempt to shift the emphasis from 

acquiring formal linguistic knowledge to using English for communicative purposes. This test was 

designed to serve two purposes: to encourage communicative use of English language among 

teachers and students, and to select students for higher education. Qi’s (2005) study was unique 

because no other washback studies seemed to explore specifically whether the multiple use of a test 

would facilitate or hinder intended educational changes (Qi, 2007).  

Qi (2005) found that the new test had failed to bring about the intended washback effects. 

She identified a number of factors including: the test format (mainly multiple-choice and machine 

scorable); failing to encourage real-life language use; a conflict between dual use of the test (for 

selection purposes for higher education as well as for promoting communicative language teaching 

and learning); the misuse of the test results by society (the use of test scores as a tool to evaluate 
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teachers and schools); bonuses or penalties given to schools or teachers depending on the test 

scores; teachers’ beliefs about the importance of teaching grammar; and teachers’ lack of 

experience or competence in using English for communication purposes. Qi (2005) therefore 

concluded that the conflicts between the dual function of the test had made it difficult, if not 

impossible, for the test to promote the intended washback effects, and that the selection purpose of 

the test made it too blunt an instrument to promote desired changes. This echoed the argument by 

Andrews (1994, 1995) who suggested that assessment as a reform strategy was a blunt instrument 

for promoting desired changes. Recognising that a high-stakes test alone could not bring about 

changes expected by the test constructors and policy-makers, Qi (2007) suggested that training and 

support for teachers, and better communication between teachers and test constructors would be 

vital so that teachers would better understand the intentions of the test constructors and learn more 

appropriate ways to prepare their students for the test. 

 

Complexity of washback effects 
 

As was the case in the field of education, studies in the field of applied linguistics have 

found mixed results of efforts to bring about desired washback. The findings of such studies to date 

have indicated that a test on its own cannot bring about changes in teaching and learning advocated 

by policy makers.(Cheng, 1997, 1998; McNamara, 2000; Qi, 2005, 2007). Washback effects of tests 

on language teachers’ practice and students’ learning seem to have been inconsistent or 

unpredictable (Andrews, 2004; Hayes & Read, 2004). Researchers in the applied linguistic field 

such as Andrews (2004) and Watanabe (1996) have claimed, as did Fullan (2001) in the field of 

education, that washback is an extremely complex phenomenon. Intended washback effects were 

likely to be promoted or hindered by numerous variables, not only the test, but also contextual 

factors and stakeholders’ beliefs (Alderson, 2004; Brown, 1997; Shohamy, et al., 1996; Wall, 1996; 

Watanabe, 1996).  
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Watanabe (2004) outlined five groups of factors that could mediate the process of 

washback: (a) test factors, (b) prestige factors, (c) personal factors, (d) micro factors, and (e) macro 

factors. Test factors referred to the methods of testing, the contents of the test, skills tested, the 

purpose of the test, and decisions that could be made on the basis of test results (e.g., Qi, 2005, 

2007; Shohamy, et al., 1996). Prestige factors were associated with the stakes of the test, and the 

status of the test within the entire educational system (e.g., Alderson & Hamp-Lyons, 1996; 

Shohamy, et al., 1996). Personal factors were related to teachers’ education background, and 

teacher and student beliefs about teaching and learning (e.g., Alderson & Hamp-Lyons, 1996; 

Cheng, 1998, 1999; Qi, 2005, 2007; Wall & Alderson, 1993; Watanabe, 1996). Micro factors 

referred to the school setting in which teaching for test preparation was being carried out, while 

macro factors referred to the society where the test was used.  

Washback effects can also vary depending on stakeholders. For example, a particular effect 

of a test may be likely to be considered positive by teachers but not necessarily by students 

(Watanabe, 1996). Therefore, washback should be examined from multiple perspectives (Watanabe, 

1996).  

 

Models of washback 
 

In the field of applied linguistics, there seem to have been more attempts than in the field of 

education to create a model which might illustrate the mechanism of washback. The models of 

washback discussed below evolved as more research findings became available and a clearer 

picture of the nature of washback emerged. Thus the models illustrate the shift in views of 

washback over the past 15 years. The traditional model of washback emerged in the early 1990s 

prior to the study by Alderson and Wall (1993). It was characterised in the trichotomy model 

proposed by Hughes (1993). In his unpublished paper cited by Bailey (1996), and Cheng and Curtis 

(2004), Hughes (1993) made a distinction between participants, process, and products (see Table 1).  

 
 

 



  26

Table 1                                                                                                                                                                      

The Trichotomy of Backwash Model (adapted from Hughes, 1993, p. 2, cited by Cheng and Curtis, 

2004) 

(a) Participants – students, classroom teachers, administrators, materials developers and 
publishers, whose perceptions and attitudes toward their work may be affected by a test 
 

(b) Processes – any actions taken by the participants which contribute to the process of 
learning 
 

(c) Products – what is learned (e.g., facts, skills, etc.) and the quality of the learning (e.g., 
fluency) 
 

 
 

Hughes (1993) explained that participants referred to teachers, students, administrators, 

materials developers and publishers. He argued that the nature of a test could first influence the 

perceptions and attitudes of participants towards their work. Hughes (1993) suggested that these 

perceptions and attitudes may then influence what they do (i.e., process). Process was described as 

the actions taken by the participants, such as practising for possible test items. The participants’ 

actions might subsequently influence the learning outcomes (i.e., what was learnt and the quality of 

learning) which could be described as products (Hughes, 1993).  

Burrows (2004) argued that the model implied that a uniform and consistent washback effect 

would always be expected by the introduction of any test because the washback depended on the 

quality of the test rather than on the participants. She suggested that this early model was not based 

on objective evidence such as observation, but on teachers’ anecdotal evidence. Bailey (1996) also 

pointed out that Hughes’ (1993) model did not take into account that the processes of all learners 

did not necessarily lead to learning directly. As Chapman and Snyder (2000) in the field of 

education suggested, Taylor (2005) also claimed that it was too simplistic to assume that a test 

alone could bring about the desired changes in teaching and learning. 

Alderson and Wall (1993) focused more on micro aspects of teaching and learning. They 

proposed a set of 15 washback hypotheses based on the findings of their Sri Lankan study and the 
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limited literature available in the field of applied linguistics at that time. The hypotheses were as 

follows: 

(1)  A test will influence teaching. 

(2)  A test will influence learning. 

(3)  A test will influence what teachers teach; and 

(4)  A test will influence how teachers teach. 

(5)  A test will influence what learners learn; and 

(6)  A test will influence how learners learn. 

(7)  A test will influence the rate and sequence of teaching; and 

(8)  A test will influence the rate and sequence of learning. 

(9)  A test will influence the degree and depth of teaching; and 

(10)  A test will influence the degree and depth of learning. 

(11)  A test will influence attitudes to the content, method, etc. of teaching and learning. 

(12)  Tests that have important consequences will have washback; and conversely 

(13)  Tests that do not have important consequences will have no washback. 

(14)  Tests will have washback on all learners and teachers. 

(15)  Tests will have washback on some learners and some teachers, but not for others. 

 

In an attempt to illustrate different aspects which could be affected by assessment, Alderson 

and Wall (1993) made a distinction between teaching (Hypotheses 1, 3, 4, 7, and 9) and learning 

(Hypotheses 2, 5, 6, 8, and 10). Three hypotheses (11, 14, and 15) described washback on both 

teachers and students and two hypotheses (11 and 12) referred to the nature of a test itself (e.g., 

high-stakes or low-stakes). Alderson and Wall (1993) separated the content taught (Hypotheses 3 

and 5) from the teaching methodology used (Hypotheses 4 and 6). Hypotheses 7 and 8 referred to 

how quickly and in what order teachers taught and students learnt because of a particular test, while 

Hypotheses 9 and 10 addressed washback on both teachers and students in terms of the quality and 
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quantity of teaching and learning. This model of washback also addressed possible variability of 

washback effects depending on individuals as well as the possible impact of a test on individuals’ 

attitudes, materials, and effort.  

Andrews et al. (2002) argued that the results of washback studies were consistent with 

Hypothesis 3 (i.e., A test will influence what teachers teach), but not consistent with Hypothesis 4 

(i.e., A test will influence how teachers teach). Given the variability of washback effects found in 

their study, Alderson and Hamp-Lyons (1996) extended the list of the 15 Hypotheses by adding 

“Tests will have different amounts and types of washback on some teachers and learners than on 

other teachers and learners”. However, this model still did not articulate the possible role of beliefs 

held by individuals in the process of washback although it described a possible impact of a test on 

individuals’ attitudes. McNamara (2000) argued that the Washback Hypotheses did not mention any 

factors which might also contribute to what teachers and learners do in the classroom.  

Bailey (1996) proposed a model based on the models illustrated by Hughes (1993), and 

Alderson and Wall (1993). In her model of washback (see Figure 2), she distinguished teachers 

from students (participants), and teaching from learning (process). She also separated teaching 

content (i.e., teaching materials and curricula) from teaching methodology. The various processes in 

which the participants engage were linked by multiple arrows to products, the outcomes specific to 

each category of participants. What was new in this figure was that Bailey (1996) included the role 

that researchers play in the process of washback of a test. Furthermore, the figure included dotted 

lines to illustrate the direction of impact which one would normally expect (i.e., teaching and 

learning influence a test). This direction cannot be described as washback and it is not clear why 

these influences were shown in the supposedly basic model of washback.  
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           PARTICIPANTS PROCESS  PRODUCTS 
 

TEST 
Students Learning 

Teachers 

Materials, 
Writers, &  
Curriculum 
designers 

Researchers 

Teaching 

New 
materials & 
New 
curricula 

Research results 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2. A basic model of washback (Bailey, 1996, p. 264) 
 

 
One shortcoming in this figure was that it showed a test directly influencing the participants, 

without articulating the role of beliefs held by the participants. In other words, the model did not 

explain why the participants did what they did. Furthermore, the model proposed by Bailey (1996) 

no longer finds strong support among researchers as a model of washback because it includes wider 

test effects such as those on teaching materials which can be referred to as impact, rather than being 

restricted to the effects that a test has only on teacher and learner behaviour (i.e., washback) as 

defined by Hamp-Lyons (1997) and Wall (1997). 

Burrows (2004) described two models which took teachers’ belief systems into account. 

One described the view of washback held during the 1990s (see Figure 3) as a “black box” model 

where individuals’ responses to a test were not consistent or predictable. This model reflected the 

findings of many evidence-based, observational washback studies that not all teachers and students 

responded to the implementation of a test in the same way. The other model (see Figure 4) proposed 

by Burrows (2004) reflected awareness of possible patterns of teacher responses to the 

implementation of a new test. Neither model, however, illustrated a possible role contextual factors 
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could play in the process of washback despite some researchers such as Watanabe (2004) arguing 

that washback could be mediated by such factors.  

 
 

Beliefs, assumptions & knowledge  
             ↓ 

New test → Teachers → Individual responses 
 

 
Figure 3. 1990s view of washback: A "black box" model (Burrows, 2004, p. 126) 

 
 

   Beliefs, assumptions & knowledge 
             ↓ 

New Test → Teachers → Models of responses 
 

Figure 4. Proposed view of washback: A curriculum innovation model (Burrows, 2004, p. 126) 

 

Shih (2007) proposed a model that described the role that both beliefs and contextual factors 

played in the process of washback (see Figure 5). He described contextual factors as Extrinsic 

factors which included Socio-economic factors, School and educational factors, Family, friends, 

and colleagues, and Personal factors. The influence of beliefs appeared to be labeled as Personal 

perceptions of the test under Intrinsic factors by Shih (2007). Test factors were also included as 

mediating factors for washback in his model. According to Shih (2007), solid line arrows indicated 

the impact that had been empirically established and dotted line arrows represented the possible 

effects which had yet to be investigated. The model described not only the direct influence of 

Extrinsic, Intrinsic, and Test factors on washback, but also their indirect influence on washback. For 

example, Extrinsic factors can influence washback via Intrinsic factors or Test factors. Test factors 

can influence washback via Extrinsic factors. One interesting feature of this model is that Shih 

(2007) included a time axis to indicate time as a variable, a concept also discussed by Shohamy et 

al., (1996) who suggested that washback was likely to evolve over time. 
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           Time axis 

Extrinsic factors 
1.   Socioeconomic factors 

• Socioeconomic changes 
• Mass media and other social 

variables 
2.   School and educational factors 

• National policy on the test 
• School policy on the test 
• Teachers and classmates 
• Cram schools or tutoring 
• Learning environment for the test 
• Available resources 
• Learning materials 

3.   Family, friends, and colleagues 
• Parents 
• Siblings 
• Spouses and girlfriends/boyfriends 
• Friends and colleagues 

4.   Personal factors 
• Future careers and studies 
• Personal affairs 
• Educational background 

Intrinsic factors 
1.   Individual differences 
2.   Personal characteristics 
3.   Personal perceptions of the test 

                Subsequent learning 

Test factors 
1.   Stakes of the test 
2.   Immediate importance of the 
      test 
3.   Degree to which the test is counter  
       to current learning practices 
4.   Relative difficulty of the test in   
      relation to students’ proficiency 
5.    Associate loopholes of the test 
6.    Content of the test 
7.    Structure of the test 
8.    Nature of the tested skill 
9.    Status of the tested language 
10.  Format of the test 
11.  Tested skills 
12.  Purpose of the test 

Washback of a test on students’ 
learning and psychology 
1.    Content of learning 
2.    Total time on learning 
3.    Learning strategies 
4.    Learning motivation 
5.    Test anxiety 

                Results of the test 

Figure 5. A washback model of students' learning (Shih, 2007, p. 151) 

 
 

While Burrows (2004) focused on washback on teachers, Shih’s (2007) model focused on 

washback on students. There appears to have been no washback model developed, involving both 

teachers and students as participants in the process of washback since Bailey’s (1996) model. 

Inclusion of students as well as teachers in a washback model would also be important as Fullan 

(2001) argued that students should also be considered as participants in the process.  

Shih’s (2007) model, however, still does not describe exactly how washback works (i.e., 

what brings about positive or negative washback). The complex nature of washback (i.e., context-

dependent and multi-dimensional) that has been identified in washback studies has probably made it 
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difficult for researchers to propose a model that could be generalised across different contexts. As 

Hughes (1993) argued, however, developing such a model would be helpful in order to understand 

the mechanism of washback. Rea-Dickins and Scott (2007) suggested that personal factors (e.g., 

teachers’ beliefs about teaching and learning), especially, were largely under researched in 

washback studies in the field of applied linguistics, and that exploring teacher cognition may help 

expand current theories of washback in the field. Thus, the current research set out to develop a 

washback model which could describe the way washback was mediated particularly by beliefs held 

by both teachers and students and their contextual factors.  

 

A gap between the fields of applied linguistics and education 
 

As is the case in education, the concept of a test influencing teaching and learning has now 

been well acknowledged and extensively investigated in applied linguistics. Not surprisingly, the 

results reported in washback studies in the field of applied linguistics have been very similar to 

those in the field of education. For example, a test appears to be able to influence what teachers 

teach relatively easily, but not how they teach. Researchers in both fields are well aware that 

washback is a complex phenomenon. It is well recognised that intended positive washback is 

unlikely to be brought about by implementing a test alone and that washback effects are mediated 

by numerous factors. However, Rea-Dickins and Scott (2007) argued that there seemed to be hardly 

any communication between researchers in the two fields, although there were articles that drew on 

relevant research in education in the book edited by Cheng and Watanabe, with Curtis (2004). 

Future washback research would probably benefit from incorporating theories of test impact 

available in both fields.  

The context of the current research 
 

In order to better understand the mechanism of washback, the New Zealand context was 

chosen for the current research as the country was undergoing major educational reform in high-

stakes assessment. From 2002, the National Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA), a new 
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national assessment system for senior students in the final three years of secondary schooling 

(Years 11-13) was progressively implemented across all subjects and the implementation was 

completed in 2004, completely replacing the previous national assessment systems.  

Prior to NCEA, the national qualifications offered in New Zealand (i.e., School Certificate for Year 

11 students, the Sixth Form Certificate for Year 12, and the University Bursary for Year 13) were 

norm-referenced in nature (Crooks, 2002). Students’ performances were evaluated in relation to 

other students’ performance, with statistical adjustment of scores (i.e., scaling).  

The traditional approaches to education, however, were no longer seen as appropriate for 

various reasons. For example, Strachan (2001) argued that the existing qualifications did not fit the 

curriculum and did not cater for students with the wide range of needs of students. Furthermore, the 

underlying assumption of norm-referenced assessment that “only some can learn” was questioned 

by Barker (1995). During the 1990s, politicians were convinced that the traditional approaches and 

training were no longer viable in the ever competitive international economic situation and that 

adopting a competency-based education could upskill the population and sustain economic 

prosperity (Lee & Lee, 2000). Thus, by implementing NCEA New Zealand has moved away from 

norm-referenced assessment to what is known as standards-based assessment whereby students’ 

performance is evaluated against pre-described criteria rather than against other students’ 

performance (Donnelly, 2000).  

Aims of NCEA 
 

The New Zealand Qualifications Authority (NZQA) explicitly stated in the Update July 

issue (2004) on their website that NCEA was designed to promote positive student learning 

outcomes. Strachan (2001) argued that the implementation of standards-based assessment was 

based on the recognition of the power of test impact on teaching and learning. The intended 

washback effects of NCEA directly related to teachers and students anticipated by the Ministry of 

Education and NZQA included: 
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• [Motivation] To motivate students of all abilities to strive for higher levels of achievement 

(Fancy, 2001; NZQA, 2001). 

 

• [Focused teaching and learning] To provide students with clear focus on achievable 

standards as goals (Fancy, 2001; NZQA, 2001). 

 

• [Self-directed learning] To improve student engagement in learning, to help them make 

informed choices about their own study, and to become more independent as learners 

generally (Ministry of Education, 1999). 

 

• [Helping students learn] To meet the different learning needs of all students, not only those 

who were high achievers, but also lower achieving students (Ministry of Education, 1999). 

 

• [Promoting fairness] To give a fairer picture of a student’s achievement, using standards 

rather than involving scaling (NZQA, 2001). 

 

The overall aim of NCEA is the same as that of No Child Left Behind (NCLB): to raise the 

achievement of all students. Unlike the results of NCLB, however, students’ NCEA assessment 

results are not intended to be used for school and teacher accountability purposes. Thus, NCEA 

does not involve any school funding incentives or sanctions.  

 

Features of NCEA 
 

There are two components under the system of NCEA: Unit Standards and Achievement 

Standards. Unit Standards assess students’ competency (i.e., pass or fail) mainly in vocational 

courses and are completely internally assessed. Achievement Standards focus on graded judgement 

(Hall, 2005) and have a mixture of internal and external assessments. Achievement Standards are 
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offered in most “traditional” school subjects for Years 11-13 students. Each subject is broken down 

into several Achievement and/or Unit Standards (five to nine, depending on subjects). Achievement 

standards are offered at three levels (i.e., Level 1 for Year 11, Level 2 for Year 12, and Level 3 for 

Year 13). Internal assessments are developed and administered by teachers in each school and are 

checked by external moderators within the subject field. These assessments are spread throughout 

the school year. Teachers’ judgements on their students’ performance on the internal assessments 

are sampled and checked against the national standard by moderators. External assessments are 

administered nationally towards the end of the year. Each assessment is worth credits (totalling a 

maximum of 24 credits in each subject).  

Successful students can be awarded grades (i.e., “Achieved”, “Merit” and “Excellence”) for 

parts of subjects, rather than pass or fail whole subjects as under the previous examination system. 

The number of credits, however, is the same for all grades of achievement. Students who are not 

successful receive “Not Achieved”, which carries no credit. Students can be given multiple 

opportunities to re-sit internal assessments at a later date if they receive Not Achieved. A certificate 

is awarded at each level when 80 credits are accumulated across students’ choice of Standards, with 

a minimum requirement in literacy and numeracy at Level 1. The number of credits and the level of 

achievement (i.e., Not Achieved, Achieved, Merit, and Excellence) determine students’ further 

academic or vocational options, thus it can be argued that NCEA is a high-stakes assessment.  

 

The implementation of NCEA 
 
As part of the implementation process, NZQA (2001) announced that an advertising 

campaign would be run for two weeks through newspapers and local radio stations in June in that 

year, and that more targeted campaign for employers and key national groups would follow. NZQA 

(2001) also stated that a new NCEA website had been set up and would continuously be updated. 

Detailed information from NZQA would be distributed to approximately 55000 students. 
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The implementation of NCEA, however, took place at incredible speed (Irwin, 1999) in the 

face of ongoing fierce debate and much publicized strong opposition. Reports commissioned by 

critics of the new system pointed out that NCEA as a system had no equivalent anywhere else in the 

world and was virtually untrialled. (Black, 2000; Donnelly, 2000; Irwin, 1999). The design of the 

system which theoretically allowed students to choose from a vast number of achievement or unit 

standards was called a “cafeteria” approach by Donelly (2000). A perception that the NCEA system 

lacked academic rigour (Peat 2000) led to resistance by some mainly private schools and/or schools 

in high socio-economic areas and the majority of such schools offered alternative qualification 

assessments to NCEA such as Cambridge International Examinations (Fitzpatrick & Locke, 2008). 

Many critics argued that the radically new features in the national assessment system would have 

considerable impact (mostly negative) on the nature of teaching and learning at secondary school 

level (e.g., Elley, 2000; Hall, 1999; Lee & Lee, 2000; Strachan, 2001).  

 

Previous studies of washback effects of NCEA 
 

Since the introduction of NCEA, several studies have investigated how it was influencing 

teachers and students at secondary schools. Several studies were carried out by the New Zealand 

Council for Educational Research (e.g., Hipkins & Vaughan, 2002; Hipkins & Neill, 2003; Hipkins 

et al., 2004; Hipkins, Conner, & Neill, 2005; Hipkins, Vaughan, Beals, Ferral, & Gardiner, 2005). 

Studies were also carried out by the Education Review Office [ERO] (2004), by the Post Primary 

Teacher Association (Alison, 2005) and by Victoria University of Wellington (Meyer et al., 2006). 

There were also in-house studies (e.g., NZQA, 2006, Stewart et al., 2007). A few were thesis 

studies (e.g., Callander, 2006; Ellis, 2005; Loretz, 2002). 

The studies to date often revealed both positive and negative washback effects on teachers 

and students. The discussions in this section will be limited to washback of NCEA (i.e., its impact 

on teacher and student behaviour). The impact of NCEA as perceived by the wider community such 
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as parents and employers will not be discussed although such impact has been reported by some 

researchers (e.g., Hipkins, 2007; Meyer et al., 2006). 

 

Positive washback of NCEA 

The following sections will describe positive washback effects of NCEA reported by other 

researchers in their studies. The intended washback effects discussed above have often been 

identified in a number of studies.  

 

Focused teaching and learning 

Some NCEA studies identified that NCEA was helping teachers and students focus on 

teaching and learning. In their study of the impact of NCEA on student motivation and 

achievement, Meyer et al. (2006) reported that internal assessments were making teachers more 

aware of the effectiveness of their teaching, which was helping them identify the areas that needed 

their attention. NCEA was also reported to be providing students with clear goals to achieve and 

with useful information about their strengths and weaknesses (Alison, 2005; Bedford, 2003; Stewart 

et al., 2007).  

Some studies also reported that the design of NCEA whereby subjects were broken down 

into several units promoted some positive washback effects. For instance, NCEA allowed flexibility 

of course design, and because of this, teachers reported that NCEA was helping improve assessment 

planning, and was promoting more targeted teaching (Alison, 2005; Ellis, 2005; Lewis, 2005; 

Stewart et al., 2007). Students also reported that NCEA was helping them learn because separate 

assessment topics within subjects allowed students to focus on achieving specific standards and 

they knew the exact requirements for each assessment (NZQA, 2006).  
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Self-directed learning 

NCEA studies have often identified that students were taking more responsibility for their 

own learning (e.g., Barrington, 2004; ERO, 2004; Hipkins et al., 2004; Hipkins, Vaughan et al., 

2005; Meyer et al., 2006; NZQA, 2006; Stewart et al., 2007). Some studies found that activities 

related to internal assessments seemed to have increased the opportunities for students to discuss 

their learning with their teachers (ERO, 2004; Hipkins et al., 2004). In their study investigating 

students’ understanding of the NCEA, ERO (2004) reported that such opportunities helped students 

develop the ability to evaluate their own learning. 

 

Lower achieving students becoming more confident 

NCEA was reported to be helping low achieving students feel more confident (e.g., Hipkins 

et al., 2004; Meyer et al., 2006; NZQA, 2006; Stewart et al., 2007). Because students were provided 

with more opportunities to succeed through a series of internal assessments which could be 

attempted more than once, and which provided more feedback about their performance throughout 

the year, their confidence appeared to grow as they accumulated credits (Hipkins, et al., 2004; 

Rawlins, 2007).  

 

Student motivation  

Student motivation was also reported as a positive washback effect in many studies. 

Researchers such as Alison (2005) and Hipkins et al. (2004) reported that students were generally 

more motivated to succeed within the NCEA framework than they were in the previous 

qualification system, particularly low achieving students (Meyer et al., 2006). The majority of the 

motivating factors identified were related to internal assessment. For example, a series of 

assessments spread across the year was encouraging students to study throughout the year (ERO, 

2004; NZQA, 2006). The way assessments were spaced out also seemed to place less pressure on 

students at the end of the year by allowing them to achieve some credits through internal 
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assessments before the external assessments (ERO, 2004; Hipkins et al., 2005; NZQA, 2006). This 

way, students could accumulate credits throughout the year (ERO, 2004; Hipkins et al., 2005; 

NZQA, 2006; Meyer et al., 2006). Some students were also reported to perceive as positive 

receiving feedback on their achievement on internal assessments throughout the year (NZQA, 

2006).   

NCEA also appeared to be motivating some students to study hard by encouraging them to 

aim for Merit or Excellence (e.g., Alison, 2005; Hipkins et al., 2004; NZQA, 2006; Meyer et al., 

2006; Stewart et al., 2007). New courses developed to cater for a wide range of students were also 

perceived by teachers to be motivating for low achieving students (Hipkins et al., 2004). In their 

focus group study of students’ experiences and views of NCEA, NZQA (2006) also reported that 

some students were motivated to do well in NCEA because they recognised its importance for their 

future study or career. The more recent endorsement of the Level Certificates if a sufficient number 

of credits were obtained at Merit or Excellence may add to this enhanced motivation (but was 

introduced after the studies in this thesis were conducted). 

 

Promoting fairness 

NCEA does not involve scaling to adjust students’ scores so that some pre-specified 

percentage of students pass or fail. Some teachers saw this as fairer than the previous norm-

referenced assessment system because students’ results were determined by what they actually 

achieved relative to content standards regardless of other students’ performance (Stewart et al., 

2007). 

 

Increased teacher collaboration 

Several studies reported that NCEA was encouraging more teacher collaboration with 

colleagues within and between schools (e.g., Alison, 2005; Callander, 2006; Ellis, 2005; ERO, 

2004; Hipkins, Conner et al., 2005). This washback effect was seen as positive and vital for 
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ensuring the reliability of assessment tasks and marking practice (ERO, 2004; Hipkins, Conner et 

al., 2005). Increased communication among teachers appeared to be brought about by the necessity 

for teachers to develop and share new assessment resources (Callander, 2006; ERO, 2004; Hipkins 

& Hodgen, 2004), as well as by the necessity for teachers to deal with moderation practices such as 

discussing and checking student work (Callander, 2006; Ellis, 2005; Hipkins & Neill, 2003). This 

positive washback effect can be described as unintended because it appeared to be promoted by 

necessity and was not explicitly stated as part of the aims of the NCEA assessment system. 

 

Negative washback of NCEA  

The following sections will describe negative washback effects of NCEA reported by other 

researchers in their studies.  

 

Teacher workload  

While positive washback effects of NCEA were evident, unintended negative washback 

effects were also introduced in the process of implementing the NCEA assessment system. For 

example, an increase in teacher workload was frequently reported (Alison, 2005; Callander, 2006; 

Ellis, 2005; ERO, 2004; Hall, 2005; Hipkins & Vaughan, 2002; Locke, 2005; Meyer et al., 2006; 

NZQA, 2006). A heavy teacher workload seems to have been caused by various factors, particularly 

the increase in administrative work (Alison, 2005; Hipkins, et al., 2004). Managing NCEA 

requirements such as moderation, and providing multiple re-sit opportunities also added to teacher 

workload (Alison, 2005; Callander, 2006; Ellis, 2005; Hipkins et al., 2004).  

Other workload factors included developing new courses and teaching materials as a results 

of a perceived lack of high quality exemplars and sample assessments, and introducing or 

increasing internal assessments (Alison, 2005; Hipkins et al., 2004). Locke (2005) identified a link 

between beliefs and washback of NCEA, stating that teachers who did not support or understand the 

NCEA system were more likely to feel they were dealing with an unacceptable workload. However, 
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longitudinal studies such as those by Hipkins et al, (2004) and Stewart et al., (2007) identified that 

for many teachers their workload was becoming more manageable as they became more familiar 

with the system of NCEA and as their schools provided them with more time within the normal 

school week in order to help them deal with NCEA related-issues. 

 

Student test overload 

Student workload was also reported to be heavy because some students were feeling 

overloaded with a series of assessments throughout the year (Callander, 2006; Ellis, 2005; ERO, 

2004; Hipkins et al, 2004; Hipkins, Conner et al., 2005; NZQA, 2006). In the study by NZQA 

(2006), for example, students were reported to have talked about their heavy assessment workloads 

partly brought about by internal assessments of various subjects being due at the same time. In 

order to cope with the workload, some students were said to be choosing not to sit certain 

assessments if they carried few credits or were perceived as too hard (Hipkins et al, 2004; NZQA, 

2006). 

 

Demotivation 

While some studies reported that NCEA was promoting student motivation, especially 

among low achieving students, a concern was raised regarding demotivation among those who 

perceived themselves as high achieving (Hipkins et al, 2004; Meyer et al., 2006). Several 

contributing factors were reported. For example, a perceived lack of competition caused by a lack 

of fine discrimination in Achieved, Merit, and Excellence (Alison, 2005; Stewart et al., 2006), and 

students’ preference for percentage marks (NZQA, 2006).  

Studies such as those by Meyer et al., (2006), NZQA (2006), and Stewart (2007) reported 

that there was no incentive for students to strive for higher achievement grades (i.e., Merit, and 

Excellence) when students received no extra credits for the grades. The minimum of 80 credits 

required in the current NCEA system was also encouraging a minimalist approach where students 
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stopped studying once they earned 80 credits (Meyer et al., 2006; NZQA, 2006). Hipkins and Neill 

(2003) and Hipkins et al. (2004) reported that the criteria for Excellence were often set too high and 

discouraged normally high achieving students. NZQA (2006) also found that the opportunity to re-

sit an assessment was demotivating students to study hard to pass an NCEA assessment on their 

first attempt.  

 

Fragmentation of learning  

A number of studies reported that assessing in discrete units had led to fragmentation of 

learning. Students were reported to be unable to make connections between different parts of the 

curriculum in Ellis’s (2005) study. This impact was seen as negative by some teachers who 

preferred a holistic approach to teaching their subject (e.g., Alison, 2005; Hipkins & Neill, 2003; 

Lewis, 2005; Loretz, 2002; Meyer et al., 2006; Stewart et al., 2007).  

 

Confusion about the NCEA system 

A sense of confusion among teachers and students was expressed in several studies after the 

implementation of NCEA. Some students reported that they and their teachers did not understand 

the system of NCEA (Meyer et al., 2006). Bedford (2003) identified factors such as a lack of 

information and constant changes made as causes of confusion. Alison (2005) and Stewart et al 

(2007) reported that vague descriptions of achievement criteria made it difficult for teachers to 

make clear to their students what was expected of them.  

 

Unfair marking practice 

In some studies, dissatisfaction with certain aspects of NCEA was evident among some 

teachers and students. Some students perceived marking practice as unfair because their correct 

answers to higher-level questions (i.e., Merit and Excellence questions) would not be recognised if 

they did not answer all lower level questions (i.e., Achieved questions) correctly (Meyer et al., 
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2006; NZQA, 2006). Because there are no percentage marks or number grades, some students 

believed that there was a lack of competition, which contributed to their dissatisfaction with the 

system of NCEA. NZQA (2006), for example, reported that the three achievement standard grades 

(i.e., Achieved, Merit, and Excellence) were considered too broad by students to distinguish their 

performance adequately, and more than half the students in their study were said to prefer 

percentage marks to achievement grades. 

 

Dissatisfaction with moderation process 

A number of studies identified the belief of some teachers and students that there was 

inconsistency and variability in marking practice between and within subjects and across schools 

(e.g., Alison, 2005; Hipkins et al., 2004; Lewis, 2005; Meyer et al., 2006). Dissatisfaction with the 

moderation process was also frequently identified. Some teachers, for instance, pointed out many 

faults in the moderation process such as inconsistencies and pettiness in judgements by moderators 

(Alison, 2005). Alison (2005) argued that this had led to a lack of confidence in the whole system of 

NCEA.  

 

Student anxiety 

Anxiety among students about the future status of NCEA as a qualification was identified in 

the study by NZQA (2006). This anxiety seemed to have been caused by negative media coverage, 

political debates and fear of further changes. The notion expressed by students that they were 

“guinea pigs” (NZQA, 2006) reflected their anxiety. 

 

Academic subjects losing students 

Students’ belief that the credit allocation between standards in different subjects was unfair 

and was not reflecting the amount of work required, seemed to have led them to take subjects that 

 



  44

could offer them “easy” credits (Alison, 2005). This was reported to have caused some academic 

subjects to lose students because they considered those subjects “too hard” (Hipkins et al., 2004).  

 

Washback of NCEA which can be interpreted as either positive and negative 
 

The sections below will describe washback effects of NCEA reported in other studies, which 

can be interpreted as either positive or negative.  

 

Emergence of strategic behaviour  

Several NCEA studies (e.g., Alison, 2005; Meyer et al., 2006; NZQA, 2006; Stewart et al., 

2007) identified students’ credit collecting behaviour and reported it as negative washback on 

students. Some students were said to engage in learning activities only when credits were attached 

to them. Such students were reported to focus on collecting the minimum number of credits 

required to gain a Certificate, aiming for just Achieved. Stewart et al. (2007), however, also found 

that students’ credit collecting behaviour was not always seen as negative by some teachers. They 

reported that the credit system was encouraging students to be more responsible for their own 

learning by tracking their learning progress throughout the year and by making their decision on 

which assessments to sit based on their strengths and weaknesses. 

 

Assessment-driven classroom 

Studies often reported that NCEA was driving teaching and learning in the classroom (e.g., 

Alison, 2005; Callander, 2006; Ellis, 2005; ERO, 2005). The phenomenon was interpreted as 

negative by some teachers (Alison, 2005) who said that assessment-driven teaching was leading to 

loss of teaching and learning time. Narrowing of the curriculum by leaving out what was not 

assessed was also evident and seen as negative (Alison, 2005; ERO, 2005; Hipkins & Neill, 2003). 

Stewart et al. (2007) identified various factors that were encouraging teachers to teach to tests, such 

as time constraint, and pressure from students, their parents, and school management.  
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The phenomenon, however, was interpreted as positive by some teachers. Lewis (2005) 

found that some were more aware of how they taught and assessed because of the greater 

responsibility they now had for evaluating their students’ performance on internal assessments. 

Alison (2005) also reported that some teachers were trying to integrate assessment with the learning 

process.   

 

Summary of NCEA studies 
 

The underlying philosophy of NCEA is that assessment can be designed to assist students’ 

learning as well as to measure their performance. The studies of washback of NCEA discussed 

above suggested that NCEA was successful in realising its goals in that the positive washback 

effects on teaching and learning intended by policy makers had indeed been brought about by the 

new assessment system. Negative washback effects of NCEA, however, were also evident. There 

were also washback effects that could be interpreted as either positive or negative depending on 

individuals’ beliefs. This suggests that the nature of washback is likely to be determined by beliefs 

held by teachers and students. 

 

Summary of educational reforms through assessment change 
 

High-stakes assessment has been recognised and used as a tool for educational change for 

many decades. The sections above have reviewed research into educational reform which aimed to 

improve instruction and student achievement through assessment change in the fields of education 

and applied linguistics. The findings of research confirmed the powerful influence that a high-stakes 

test can have on teaching and learning. Studies of various assessment reforms, including NCEA 

reported mixed outcomes, indicating that success in bringing about desired changes was not 

necessarily assured or predictable. Furthermore, assessment does not seem to affect teachers and 

students in a uniform manner. This appears to illustrate the complexity of the process of test impact.  
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Numerous factors are likely to be involved in such a process. These are reflected in the 

recent models of washback proposed in the field of applied linguistics. Such models still do not 

articulate, however, exactly how various factors play a role in mediating certain types of washback 

effects. In this thesis, the argument is presented that intended washback effects are more likely to be 

brought about, or at least washback may become more predictable, if the link between mediating 

factors and washback is made more apparent. 

 

The current research 

The current research aims to investigate the mechanism of washback in the context of 

NCEA, the national qualification assessment system for senior students at secondary schools in 

New Zealand. The research focuses on investigating washback effects of Achievement Standards 

(with a mixture of internal and external assessments) on teaching and learning, rather than Unit 

Standards (which consist of school-based internal assessments only). To my knowledge, there has 

been no research which has specifically investigated washback effects of NCEA on teachers and 

students of a foreign language. The choice of a language aims to maximize the opportunities to 

merge the literatures about the washback effects from the fields of education and applied linguistics. 

Japanese as a foreign language was chosen as the prime subject to investigate for the current 

research. The Japanese language is the most popular Asian language offered at secondary schools in 

New Zealand.  

The previous NCEA studies discussed above were rarely based on any theoretical 

framework of test impact or washback (e.g., the role of beliefs in bringing about desired washback). 

The claim in the thesis is that teacher and student beliefs are salient when investigating the impact 

of a test (e.g., Alderson, 2001, 2004; Burrows, 2004; Shih, 2007; Watanabe, 1996, 2004), or 

national testing system such as NCEA. The current research will distinguish beliefs from washback, 

and regard beliefs as possible critical contributing factors which can bring about washback. 

Incorporating theories in fields of both education and applied linguistics, this interdisciplinary 
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research specifically explores the role of contextual factors and beliefs held by teachers and students 

in the process of washback. Because of this focus (indicated by grey boxes in Figure 6), washback 

on students’ actual learning outcomes (i.e., assessment results) was not part of the investigation 

although it could be an important aspect to be further investigated (e.g., Andrews et al., 2002).  

 
 
 
 

Assessment Beliefs Washback 

Contextual factors 

Learning outcomes  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6. The focus of the current research 

 
The current research consisted of three studies. Through focus groups, the first two studies 

were designed to explore participants’ beliefs about NCEA and the nature of perceived washback 

effects of NCEA on the teaching and learning of Japanese. Study One involved teachers of Japanese 

and Study Two involved students of Japanese. Both studies focused on (a) investigating the nature 

of washback effects and beliefs which contributed to the washback effects, and (b) investigating the 

extent to which intended positive washback effects of NCEA and unintended negative washback 

effects of NCEA were evident. Study Two also aimed to identify similarities and differences among 

teachers and students of Japanese in terms of their beliefs about NCEA and the washback effects on 

the teaching and learning of Japanese they reported. The results of these two studies provided 

baseline data for constructing questionnaire items for the final study, Study Three.  

Previous research on washback effects on language teaching and learning in the field of 

applied linguistics tends to have focused on an empirical approach and has commonly employed 

classroom observations (e.g., studies carried out by Alderson & Hamp-Lyons, 1996; Alderson & 

Wall, 1993; Cheng, 1997, 1999, Watanabe, 1996). Study Three in the current research, however, 
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concentrated on exploring the mechanism of washback, in particular the role of beliefs held by 

teachers and students, and their contextual factors in the process of washback. Thus, the research 

gathered data through questionnaires. The rationale for including certain types of beliefs and 

contextual factors are discussed in the following sections. 

 

Beliefs held by teachers and students 
 

Research which has investigated teacher and student cognition has often used the term 

conception to describe mental representation (Hamilton, 1993). Kember (1997) argued that 

although the term belief was less commonly used, where it was used it was largely synonymous 

with conception. Given their interchangeability in this literature, in this thesis, the term conception 

will be used when discussing the questionnaire items employed in the current research as the 

majority of them were developed based on the relevant literature. The term belief will be used 

elsewhere.  

In Study Three, conceptions investigated through the questionnaires were: conceptions 

about assessment (i.e., NCEA), teaching, and learning. For teachers, teacher efficacy (i.e., teachers’ 

conceptions about their own ability to influence student learning) was further investigated. The 

reasons for including these factors are discussed in the following sections. 

 

Conceptions of assessment 

Brown (2008) argued that the success or failure of state policies to implement assessment 

standards could depend on teachers’ conceptions and interpretations of such assessment policies. 

Four major conceptions of assessment were identified among primary and secondary school 

teachers in a series of studies (Brown, 2002, 2004, 2006; Brown & Hirschfeld, 2008): (a) 

assessment improves teaching and learning (Improvement); (b) assessment makes schools and 

teachers accountable (School Accountability); (c) assessment makes students accountable for 

learning (Student Accountability); (d) assessment is irrelevant (Irrelevance). The first three 
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conceptions were moderately inter-related. Irrelevance, however, was negatively related to 

Improvement and School Accountability, and positively related to Student Accountability.  

Subsequent studies of conceptions of assessment involving teachers and students by Brown 

(2008) confirmed the four types of conceptions of assessment. Teachers and students tended to 

believe that assessment was about improving teaching and learning, and did not believe that 

assessment was irrelevant. Both teachers and students were also likely to believe that assessment 

was about making students accountable for learning, rather than about holding schools and teachers 

accountable. Brown and Hirschfeld (2005) argued that these conceptions of assessment could lead 

to different teaching practices and student behaviour. Thus, investigating various types of 

conceptions seemed crucial in order to identify the nature of washback. 

Conceptions of Teaching 

There have been a number of models of conceptions of teaching (e.g., Gow & Kember, 

1993; Trigwell & Prosser, 1997). Kember (1997) compared conceptions of teaching found in 

various studies and identified three main approaches: teacher-centred/content-oriented pole on one 

end, a student-centred/learning-oriented pole on the other, and teacher-student interaction in the 

middle. Brown (2008) argued that there were models which identified more finely defined 

conceptions of teaching. An example was five types of conceptions described along Kember’s 

(1997) framework by Gao and Watkins (2002): knowledge delivery, exam preparation, ability 

development, attitude promotion, and conduct guidance.  

The current research adopted the framework by Gao and Watkins (2002) as it specifically 

encompassed conceptions of examination preparation, which it can be argued is one form of 

washback. The conduct guidance conception, however, appeared irrelevant to the current research, 

thus it was not included. It was predicted in the current research that various types of conceptions of 

teaching would be closely related to the way teachers and students interpreted washback effects of 

NCEA on teaching. 
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Conceptions of Learning 

Marton and Säljö (1976) distinguished two categories of learning: surface-level and deep-

level. Within these broad categories of conceptions of learning, several subcategories have been 

identified. Marton, Dall’Alba, and Beaty (1993), for example, identified six qualitatively different 

conceptions: (a) an increase in knowledge, (b) memorising and reproducing, (c) applying 

information, (d) the abstraction of meaning, (e) perceiving or understanding things in a different 

way, and (f) developing and changing as a person. The first three represented surface learning, and 

the latter three were described as deep learning.   

Purdie and Hattie (1999, 2002) argued that successful learners appeared to understand that 

learning requires both surface and deep approaches. Given the link between students’ conceptions 

of learning and their learning strategies (Purdie & Hattie, 1999), it was predicted in this research 

that the conceptions of learning held by teachers and students might influence the way they interpret 

washback effects of NCEA.  

 

Teacher Efficacy  

Teacher efficacy is defined as teachers’ belief in their ability to influence the learning of 

students, even those who could be regarded as difficult or unmotivated (Guskey & Passaro, 1994). 

Gibson and Dembo (1984) identified two dimensions of teacher efficacy: internal efficacy (or 

personal teaching) and external efficacy (or general teaching). Internal efficacy represented 

teachers’ belief in their skills and abilities to overcome difficulties students may have in their 

learning. On the other hand, external efficacy represented the belief that any teacher’s skills and 

abilities to promote student learning were less powerful than external factors such as socio-

economic status, family background, and parental influence.  

Teacher efficacy was included in the current research because literature has suggested that 

the requirement to implement an innovation (e.g., a new national assessment) could affect teacher 

efficacy. Even if changes were made for the better, teachers could be uncomfortable with them and 
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find them stressful (Tschannen-Moran, Woolfolk-Hoy & Hoy, 1998). Therefore, the 

implementation of change initially has a negative impact on teachers’ internal efficacy (Ross 1994; 

Stein & Wang, 1988). However, Ross (1994) and Stein and Wang (1988) argued that teachers’ 

internal efficacy increased as they developed new strategies to cope with the change and witnessed 

evidence of improved student learning. Teacher efficacy was also reported to be associated with 

teachers’ instructional behaviour. For example, Tschannen-Moran, et al (1998) suggested that 

teachers’ efficacy was positively related to their willingness to implement innovation and 

experiment with new teaching strategies as well as their investment of effort in teaching. Thus, it 

was predicted in the current research that teacher efficacy might influence the way teachers 

interpreted washback effects of NCEA. 

 

Contextual factors 
 

In order to investigate the role of contextual factors of teachers and students in the process 

of washback, the teacher and student questionnaires used in the current research collected data on 

the following contextual factors: subject, decile ranking of schools (i.e., a socio-economic 

classification), gender, length of teaching career, students’ own expected achievement, and their 

first language. Subject can be considered as what Watanabe (2004) termed a test factor because it 

determines the contents of the test and skills tested, while decile can be considered as one of the 

micro factors described by Watanabe (2004) because it is concerned with the school setting where 

teaching and learning for test preparation is being conducted. The other contextual factors included 

in this study can be categorised as personal factors as they are related to teachers’ and students’ 

background or their beliefs. 

 

Subject  

Many of the NCEA studies indicated that washback effects varied depending on subject. For 

example, Alison (2005) found that foreign language teachers were generally positive about NCEA 
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whereas mathematics teachers indicated mixed views about washback effects of NCEA. Stewart et 

al. (2007) found in their study of washback effects of NCEA on four subjects (i.e., English, 

geography, statistics, and physical education) that teachers of English generally showed more 

positive views about NCEA than those of statistics. Hipkins and Neill (2003) also reported that 

teachers of mathematics and science were somewhat negative about NCEA.  

 In order to investigate whether the washback effects of NCEA on Japanese and beliefs held 

by teachers and students of Japanese identified in Studies One and Two were unique to the subject, 

Study Three included teachers and students of four subjects: Japanese, French, History and 

Mathematics, for the purpose of comparison. French was chosen as it was the most commonly 

taught European language at secondary schools. It was predicted that differences would be seen 

between these two languages if the washback effects on Japanese were unique to the subject. If the 

washback effects were unique to foreign languages, History (a non foreign language verbal subject) 

would be expected to be somewhat different from the language subjects. Mathematics is a numeric 

subject and it was predicted that the washback of NCEA on Mathematics might be different from 

that on the three verbal subjects.  

 

Socio-economic status of schools 

A “decile” system’ is used in New Zealand to classify schools on a 1-10 scale (where 1 = 

low and 10 = high) for differential funding purposes, and is based on the socio-economic status of 

each school community (Hattie, 2002). Decile was included in this research because it has been 

widely acknowledged that socio-economic status is a factor which influences people’s attitude and 

beliefs about education (Clark, Zimmer & Main, 1997).  

Socio-economic status was also reported to have an impact on expectations, which 

influenced behaviour (Driskell & Mullen, 1990). Indeed, decile was found to be a significant factor 

which was influencing students’ behaviour in the NCEA study by Meyer et al. (2006). They found 

that students from low (1-3) decile schools were more likely than those from middle (4-7) or high 
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(8-10) decile schools to do only the minimum work required (e.g., students stop studying once they 

have collected enough credits). Moreover, Hipkins and Neill (2003) reported that students were 

more likely to feel overloaded with NCEA assessments if they were from a higher decile school. It 

was hypothesised in this research that decile might play a role in the process of washback of NCEA. 

 

Gender 

Gender was also included in the current research. Meyer et al. (2006) found that female 

students were more likely than male students to see value in getting on-going feedback through 

internal assessments. Stewart et al. (2007) also reported a gender difference in behaviour, in that 

female students were putting considerable effort into preparing for their internal assessments just in 

case they failed to achieve their external assessments. Male students were often found to prefer 

external assessments, reporting that they were experiencing time management problems in dealing 

with a series of internal assessments (NZQA, 2006). 

 

Length of teaching career 

Some literature has suggested that length of teaching career may be a factor which 

influences teacher efficacy (Gibson & Brown, 1982; Hoy & Woolfolk, 1993; Tschannen-Moran & 

Woolfolk-Hoy, 2002; Tsui, 1995). For example, Gibson and Brown (1982) investigated patterns of 

teacher efficacy for pre-service teachers at different stages of training and in-service teachers with 

varying years of teaching experience. Gibson and Brown (1982) found that beginning teachers 

indicated higher internal efficacy scores than pre-service teachers and that teachers’ internal 

efficacy increased during the first 10 years of their career. Teacher efficacy scores, however, 

decreased for teachers who had more than 10 years in the profession.  

On the other hand, Hoy and Woolfolk (1993) found that internal teacher efficacy increased 

as teachers became more experienced. This was supported by other studies such as those by 

Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk-Hoy (2002) and Tsui (1995). Thus, it was hypothesised in the 
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current study that length of teaching career might influence washback effects of NCEA indirectly 

via teacher efficacy.  

 

Students’ own expected achievement 

Washback effects of NCEA have been reported to vary depending on the differing abilities 

of students. NCEA studies generally suggested that NCEA has had positive washback effects on 

lower-achieving students, while that has not necessarily been the case for higher-achieving students 

(Hipkins & Neill, 2003; Hipkins et al., 2004; Meyer et al., 2006; Stewart et al., 2007). For example, 

lower-achieving students were reported to be achieving more and to be gaining in confidence from 

earning credits (Hipkins et al., 2004).  

On the other hand, Stewart et al. (2007) found that high-achieving students were reported to 

lack motivation to achieve to the best of their ability for various reasons such as a lack of 

competition and no extra credits for higher achievement. It was predicted in the current research 

that students’ own expected achievement in NCEA assessment (i.e., Not Achieved, Achieved, 

Merit, or Excellence) might affect the way they viewed washback effects of NCEA.  

 

First language 

Research has indicated that people’s cultural background can influence the way they 

perceive their learning. For example, Purdie, Hattie, and Douglas (1996) suggested that rote 

learning was discouraged by western educators because it was considered to be associated with 

absence of deep thinking and understanding. However, rote learning was viewed as desirable by the 

Japanese because it was considered as a route to deeper understanding according to the traditional 

Confucian philosophy such as “Read it one hundred times, and understanding will follow 

spontaneously”, and “Practise so it becomes automatic, rather than trying to learn intellectually” 

(Hess & Azuma, 1991).  
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Donnelly (2000) also pointed out that Confucian teachings present in some Asian countries 

were a factor which influenced the views of learning whereby a high level of academic success was 

promoted. It was argued, for instance, that Confucianism would promote respect for learning and 

for teachers, commitment to a work ethic, and the assumption that success could be achieved by all 

(Donnelly, 2000). Hence in the current research, it was hypothesised that cultural background might 

play a role in the process of washback. In the final study, students’ first language was used as a 

proxy variable to indicate student cultural background.  

 

Conclusion to Literature Review  
 

Chapter Two has reviewed the literature on the use of high-stakes tests as a tool that can 

engineer intended impact on teaching and learning, and on the effectiveness of such strategies in the 

fields of education and applied linguistics. The recognition of the power of a test has led many 

countries to implement a new or modified high-stakes national assessment. The findings of research 

on test impact in the field of education, and on washback in the field of applied linguistics, 

however, have been mixed. Researchers in both fields have come to a similar conclusion that 

washback is a very complex phenomenon and that it is likely to be mediated by numerous factors 

such as contextual factors and stakeholders’ beliefs.  

Despite the link between washback effects and mediating factors discussed in the literature, 

it is still not known exactly how washback works. This is reflected in a lack of washback models 

that are commonly accepted by researchers in either field. Thus, the current research aimed to 

explore the mechanism of washback on teachers and students in the context of New Zealand’s 

educational reform through the standards-based assessment known as NCEA. Previous studies of 

washback effects of NCEA have revealed mixed results, indicating the complexity of washback. 

This interdisciplinary research will explore the role of contextual factors and beliefs held by 

teachers and students in the process of washback, going beyond just identifying the nature of 
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washback of NCEA. A model of washback will be proposed in order to describe explicitly possible 

catalysts between assessment and washback effects, based on the findings of the research.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

STUDY 1: WASHBACK OF NCEA ON THE TEACHING AND LEARNING OF JAPANESE, 

AND BELIEFS ABOUT NCEA: TEACHERS’ VIEWS 

 
There were two purposes to this study. The first was to investigate the nature of washback 

effects of NCEA on the teaching and learning of Japanese as perceived by teachers, and their beliefs 

about NCEA. The second purpose was to identify evidence of intended positive washback and 

unintended negative washback effects. Thus, the research questions were (1) What are the 

washback effects of NCEA on the teaching and learning of Japanese, and teachers’ beliefs that 

contributed to the washback effects?; and (2) To what extent can positive washback intended by the 

Ministry of Education and NZQA be identified? 

Method 

Participants 

In order to carry out Study One, approval was obtained from the University of Auckland 

Human Subjects Ethics Committee (refs 2004/321). Participants were recruited at a conference for 

language teachers held in Auckland in 2005. Seven teachers of Japanese from six secondary schools 

(three state and three private) in Auckland agreed to participate in the study. Three schools were co-

educational and three were single sex girls’ schools. As mentioned in Chapter Two, decile is a 

measure to categorise schools on a 1-10 scale (where 1 = low and 10 = high) for differential funding 

purposes, and is based on the index of socio-economic status (Hattie, 2002). The decile ranking of 

the teachers’ schools ranged from 4 to 10. All but one of the teachers were female; two teachers 

were Japanese and the rest were New Zealand European. The number of years teaching Japanese of 

the participating teachers varied from 4 years to 16 years, with an average of 9.3 years.  
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Procedure of data collection 
 

This study employed the method of focus groups. A focus group is an informal discussion 

on a predetermined topic in a small group. Krueger and Casey (2000) argued that focus groups can 

draw new insights by allowing participants to interact with one another, while determining the 

perceptions, feelings and thinking of people about issues. The seven teachers from six schools were 

divided into two focus groups, according to their availability (see Table 2). The two teachers who 

were from the same school were in different focus groups. Each focus group had one native speaker 

of Japanese and the other participants were native speakers of English. For the convenience of the 

participants, the two focus groups met on separate occasions at the residence of a friend of the 

researcher’s, which was in a central location.  

 
Table 2                                                                                                                                              

Participating Schools and Teachers of Japanese in Study One 

Focus Group ID A  
(n = 4) 

 

B 
(n = 3) 

Types of school 
State 
Private 
 

 
2  
2 

 
2 
1 

Gender of school 
Co-educational 
Single sex [Girls] 
 

 
2  
2 

 
1 
2 

Decile 
Low (1-3) 
Mid (4-7) 
High (8-10) 
 

 
0 
2 
2 
 

 
0 
1 
2 

Gender 
Male 
Female 

 
1 
3 
 

 
0 
3 

Ethnicity 
NZ European 
Japanese 

 
3 
1 

 
2 
1 
 

Years teaching 
Japanese 
 

4- 16   4 - 8 
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The focus group discussions were audio-taped with the teachers’ consent and consent of 

their schools’ principals. The discussion lasted one hour in one focus group and one and a half 

hours in the other focus group. The topics of the focus groups were related to the teachers’ beliefs 

about NCEA, and how they perceived washback of NCEA on them and their students. Both focus 

groups were guided by the schedule of prompts provided in Table 3.  

Table 3                                                                                                                                     

Discussion Schedule for the Teacher Focus Groups 

Theme 
 

Questions 

Beliefs about NCEA held by teachers • What do you think of NCEA Japanese 
assessments? 

• Have you changed your opinions about 
NCEA Japanese assessments since the 
introduction of NCEA in 2002? 

• What are your students’ reactions to NCEA 
Japanese assessments? 

• How do you think NCEA compares to 
School Certificate, 6th Form Certificate and 
Bursary in terms of difficulty for the 
students? 

• How successfully do you think NCEA 
Japanese is measuring your students’ ability 
to use Japanese? 

• What kind of learning do your students need 
in order to do well in NCEA Japanese? 

• How do you think you can help your 
students to do well in NCEA Japanese?  

 
Washback effects of NCEA on teachers 
and their students (as perceived by 
teachers) 

• How has NCEA influenced your teaching? 
• How do you think NCEA has influenced 

your students? 
 

 

The researcher occasionally probed further in an attempt to clarify teachers’ responses or to 

obtain in depth views of what they were discussing. The focus group data were later transcribed by 

an experienced transcriber. In order to establish the accuracy of the transcripts, they were checked 

by the researcher. Very few errors were found. Mostly these related to Japanese words and were 

corrected by the researcher.   
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Procedure of data analysis 
 

The transcripts were read thoroughly so that the researcher could become familiar with the 

data and identify patterns and key themes which might emerge (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983; 

Miles & Huberman, 1994). Electronic copies of the transcripts were entered into N6, a computer 

program designed to assist qualitative analysis (N6, 2002). The statements in the transcripts were 

coded directly into the program, and then coded into categories according to the nature of the 

responses. The categories were organised with the use of tree nodes which were used to organise 

key themes such as “NCEA Positive’ and “NCEA Negative”. Each tree node had multiple sub 

themes such as “Student Motivation” and “Teacher Workload”. In order to validate the results of 

the analysis, one of the transcripts (i.e., about half of the total data for this study) was coded 

manually by an experienced researcher. These results were compared with those of the initial N6 

analysis. An agreement rate of 99% was established. Any differences between the two coders were 

discussed and resolved. 

 

Results 

Both negative and positive beliefs about and washback effects of NCEA Japanese were 

identified in the analysis of the data obtained from both focus groups. The findings will be 

discussed with supporting quotes. Letters of the alphabet indicate the two focus groups (A, B) and 

numbers are used to indicate individual speakers in each focus group (1-4). Interactions among 

participants in the same focus group are indicated with close line spacing. It should be noted that 

while the frequency of comments of the same nature was recorded in the data, the results of analysis 

were described with modifiers such as ‘some teachers said that . . .’ and ‘many agreed with . . .’ as 

suggested by Krueger and Casey (2000). They argued that numbers could mislead in focus group 

reports because of the small-sized population, some participants’ repetitive comments on the same 

matter, and some questions not being answered by all participants. 
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Overall beliefs about NCEA 
 

The majority of the teachers in the focus groups indicated positive views on the concept of 

NCEA overall. Comments included:   

 
A1: I support New Zealand kids doing New Zealand exams. 
A2: Yes, I do too. I did an assessment paper for TESOL [Teaching English to Speakers of 
Other Languages] diploma and we looked at assessment and exams like Cambridge 
[International Examinations] are just so general. It’s a nonsense. 

 
A2: For me, it seemed like a natural progression in lots of ways from the grade-related 
criteria we were using and I saw it as a positive thing because now Year 11, 12, and 13 have 
got a flow on, whereas School C was one way and 6th Form C was different and Bursary was 
different again. So it seems like, I think in 10-20 years when the problems are ironed out it 
will be a good system. 

 
 

While there was no teacher who wished to go back to the previous examination systems, one 

teacher expressed a less enthusiastic comment on NCEA overall. 

 
B2: I think I’ve got used to it [NCEA]. I probably still prefer School Certificate. Maybe I 
don’t like change. I’m used to it but I still wouldn’t rave about it and say ‘Oh, wow, it’s 
wonderful’.  

 

Positive beliefs about and washback effects of NCEA  
 

Seven types of positive effects were identified in this study. They were (1) Focused teaching 

and learning, (2) Self-directed learning, (3) Lower achieving students becoming more confident, (4) 

Student motivation, (5) Promoting fairness, (6) More communicative approach, and (7) Leaving out 

what is not assessed. Figure 7 below illustrates how these positive washback effects were mediated 

by certain types of positive beliefs held by the teachers of Japanese. 
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Figure 7. Positive washback effects of NCEA mediated by teachers’ positive beliefs about NCEA 

 
 
(1) Focused teaching and learning 

Teachers in both focus groups reported that NCEA was giving students of Japanese clear 

goals to achieve. Thus, it was helping teachers of Japanese provide their students with clear 

guidance, and identify students’ weaknesses. Focused teaching and learning was a frequently 

identified positive washback effect. Typical comments given were: 

 
A1: The old system was vaguer [sic] but NCEA is more precise, so you can [say], “If you do 
this you will pass”.  I think that in other subjects they criticise this as spoon feeding but in a 
language I think it’s quite good because you can actually much more clearly say this is what 
you have to do, if you do this you will get a good mark.  
 

A3: I think for me, the most successful thing after the first year of NCEA was actually 
realising that they [the students] didn’t understand what the wording [of the achievement 
criteria] was, what they were expected to do. 

 
 

The four subskills in Japanese (listening, speaking, reading and writing) are separately 

assessed under the NCEA system. This seemed to be helping students of Japanese focus on their 

strengths.  
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A2: One good thing with NCEA . . . is that I think the students can focus on the things that 
they are good at. When it was a blanket exam paper they had to be really good at reading, 
writing, speaking, all of those. 

 
 

(2) Self-directed learning 

NCEA also appeared to be promoting self-directed learning because it provided students 

with clear goals to achieve. Some teachers reported that their students were evaluating their own 

work to see if they had satisfied the criteria. Example comments were: 

 
A3: I notice the ones who came through [since] NCEA actually analyse their own work 
better because they’re looking for specific things. . . . Maybe it [NCEA] focused me to make 
them look at things better. 

 
A3: They [my students] are now very conscious. I notice that a lot of them now [ask] “Is this 
a Level 6 structure?” which they would never have asked before. 
A2: That’s right! It’s just a good thing, you have to think.  
  

 
(3) Lower achieving students becoming more confident 

Some teachers reported that Japanese assessments in the NCEA system were more 

achievable than those in the previous assessment systems because students can now focus on their 

strengths and achieve credits for parts of the subject. Comments included: 

 
A2: We’ve taken it [an emphasis on writing] away a little bit by making it ‘Writing with 
Resources’. I think it’s made it a lot more achievable. 
 
A3: I think it [NCEA] is a good thing because students who couldn’t achieve are now 
actually managing to achieve. 
 

 
NCEA also appears to have created an encouraging learning environment for less able 

students to succeed at school. 

 
A1: In our school, truancy went down after NCEA started. . . . A lot of kids have now 
changed. Kids before who felt obliged to choose subjects that didn’t fit them have now felt 
capable of choosing less academic subjects.  
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(4) Student motivation 

The fact that NCEA Japanese assessments are considered as more achievable seemed to 

have motivated students to carry on their Japanese study. 

 
A3: Even my best student last year only just scraped through Bursary and I know her raw 
mark was much higher than the mark she was eventually given. It [scaling] always seemed 
totally unfair and what happened in our school is everyone said, “Gosh, if she can’t get 
Bursary Japanese, there is no point in me going on so I’ll quit”. Whereas this year, I’m 
looking at my Y13 students saying “I think they are all going to achieve at least, in fact they 
are probably going to get merits some of them, and excellence”, you know, so the juniors 
are actually looking and hearing me say the year 13s are going to do really well. And there 
are more of them saying “Perhaps I’ll keep on going”. 

 
 

Some comments indicated that students of Japanese were taking on challenges to achieve to 

the best of their ability.  

 
A1: That [introducing an NCEA format in advance at junior level] actually upskilled the 
kids quite a bit because in writing you can tell the kids exactly what they’ve got to do and 
the kids generally rise to the challenge. 

 
B1: If they want Cambridge [Cambridge International Examinations] they go elsewhere, but 
on the whole NCEA is what you do and they [students] are all aiming for Excellence for 
everything. 

 
 

(5) Promoting fairness 

Many teachers stated that NCEA was fairer and was reflecting students’ performance more 

accurately than the old examination systems because NCEA does not involve scaling to adjust 

students’ results. Comments included:  

 
A1: I welcomed it [NCEA] personally. Especially in Bursary I thought the old system was 
absolutely crazy because of the scaling that actually disadvantaged languages…. The kids’ 
marks in Japanese were scaled according to the sum of their marks, the sum of the average 
of their marks more or less in their other subjects as well and that dragged their marks down 
all the time and they weren’t getting a mark that really reflected what they could do in 
Japanese. 
 
B1: In the 6th Form Certificate, students were given grades from 1 to 9, but the pool of 
grades came from their achievements in the previous year. And sometimes others, say my 
Year 11 Japanese class did really well and brought lots of good grades into the school, the 
science class might end up with all of my good grades and I had to fight for good grades for 
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my Year 12. A crazy system. So, getting rid of that was good. I like that they get to keep 
what they actually earn regardless of what everyone else has done. 
B2: It does seem fairer. 

 
A2: Definitely all of the assessments are accurate in measuring the students’ ability, I think. 
. . .  Although we could have more of a variety of question types, it is a pretty good indicator 
on the whole. 

 
 

Thus, the NCEA system without scaling was thought to be working better for the subject of 

Japanese. 

 
A1: You could be very good at Japanese, but if you weren’t also good at your other subjects, 
you were scaled down. . . . It used to make it crazy and difficult. So potentially it [NCEA] 
should be better. 

 
 

(6) More communicative approach 

Some teachers described some of the NCEA Japanese assessments as authentic. This helped 

them teach Japanese with a more communicative approach. They all appeared to believe in the 

importance of communicative language teaching and learning. Thus, they were pleased that what 

students were expected to do in some NCEA Japanese assessments was in line with their beliefs 

about language learning. For example, a new internal assessment for writing was introduced in 

NCEA. The achievement standard “Writing with Resources” requires students to create a written 

product like a brochure with the help of resources such as a textbook and dictionary. Examples of 

comments are shown below. 

 
A4: “Writing with resources” is very good. We were a bit worried what the Writing section 
was going to be like before it came out, but when it came out I thought, “What good 
assessment it is!” It’s good for students, you know. Students can apply this skill to real life 
situations. 

 
A2: It’s quite realistic isn’t it? . . . You know, if you work as a translator, as an interpreter, 
which I did for a brief time, you didn’t do it without the help of some resources. 

 
 

The speaking assessment (Speech) was also considered to be authentic. 

 
B2: In a way I quite approve of, you do make speeches so it seems to be … what you would 
use if you were asked to use Japanese. 
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(7) Leaving out what is not assessed 

Translation tasks which were used in the old School Certificate and Bursary examinations as 

a method of measuring students’ ability to use Japanese are no longer included in the external 

writing assessment of NCEA Japanese. This was welcomed by all teachers. Comments included: 

 
A4: I also feel that it’s good we don’t have any more translation to do in NCEA Japanese. I 
didn’t like those translation questions, as in Bursary. 

 
A1: In all my years of teaching I’ve wanted to see the death of translation as a testing mode 
and I’m glad it’s gone. 

 
A3: I was really pleased to see the translation go because my students always had great 
difficulty with it, and that’s why I like NCEA Level 3 so much. 

 
 

This led teachers in both focus groups to exclude translation exercises from classroom 

activities, which was perceived as positive. A typical comment given was: 

 
A1: I don’t do translations any more. 
 

Negative beliefs about and washback effects of NCEA  
 

The analysis identified five negative washback effects of NCEA mediated by negative 

beliefs about NCEA. They were (1) Confusion, (2) Student anxiety, (3) Heavy teacher workload, 

(4) Test overload, and (5) Japanese losing out on students. Figure 8 below describes how these 

negative washback effects were mediated by certain types of negative beliefs held by the teachers of 

Japanese. 
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Figure 8. Negative washback effects of NCEA mediated by teachers’ negative beliefs about NCEA 

 
 

(1) Confusion 

All teachers reported that they experienced confusion when NCEA was implemented. Various 

sources of confusion were identified: (a) a lack of information and resources; (b) vague marking 

criteria, (c) inconsistent moderation practice; (d) constant changes made; and (e) NCEA not 

matching the curriculum. 

 
(a) A lack of information and resources 

All teachers in both focus groups strongly emphasised that they suffered from a lack of 

information and resources. Comments included: 
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B2: There was nothing… I was in the dark completely… I don’t know how I got through my 
first year. 

 
B1: I had no idea what the exams [were going to be like], they set criteria for the exam but 
they said that they [Listening & Reading] were going to be filling maps and things like that, 
then they ended up with English questions and English answers. So I felt they didn’t give us 
enough examples. 

 
 

(b) Vague marking criteria 

All internal assessments need to be marked by the teachers themselves. Some teachers 

complained that the descriptions of the marking criteria for these were written in such a way that 

subjective interpretations were permitted, depending on what teachers expected of their students. 

Confusion caused by subtle differences of the marking descriptions was brought up in one focus 

group. For example: 

 
B1: I find it difficult when I’m marking a student’s piece of writing or an oral and just 
deciding where a kid is, if she’s merit or excellence. And then sometimes I think am I 
expecting too much because I teach at this particular school? Would the kids down the road 
at a different school be achieving excellence? Am I being too hard? So, yeah, I find it 
difficult sometimes.  

 
B2: It’s quite hazy between Merit and Excellence. I find. I’m often wondering how I should 
mark it because it’s the way you interpret the criteria. Sometimes I think, “Am I marking too 
hard or am I marking too easy? Should I give them Excellence?” That [deciding students’ 
achievement levels] would be the hardest thing. It’s someone’s future, isn’t it? It’s so 
important to them.  

 
 

(c) Inconsistent moderation practice 

Teachers also expressed a feeling of confusion caused by moderators’ inconsistent feedback 

on teacher-made internal assessments across schools. Comments included: 

 
B3: I go to three different cluster meetings for moderation purposes...everywhere I went, it 
seems like the standard is kind of different. So for so called high decile schools the standard 
is much much higher than so called low decile schools. So when it comes to national, region 
to region, there may be different standards. I wonder if it could be clear to students. 
B2: Quite subjective. 

 
A3: I just realized this year when moderation came back how subjective moderators can get 
as well. So I’d like to see that moderators are trained through the languages to actually come 
back with the same results. 
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Some teachers reported that moderators’ inconsistent feedback could be found in different 

languages for the same standards. 

 
B1: There is definitely a difference in practice between the French teacher and me. There is 
a difference in moderation, there is a difference in the interpretation of the same language 
standards. I think that’s really very bad. 

 
A3: I saw in our school how two languages came back with exactly the same things wrong 
in their work and one had ticked “Doesn’t meet the national standard” and the other had 
ticked “Needs modification”. That really annoyed me. So I want to see them train the 
moderators to actually get together and actually sing from the same song sheet. 

 
 

(d) Constant changes made 

Constant changes made were another factor that frustrated the teachers and created a sense 

of confusion among them. 

 
A2: We’ve got three lots of numbers . . . the curriculum numbers, the NZQA numbers, and 
then on the NZQA assessments. Well, like Level 1, the standard Version 1 came out. Then 
they changed it, they developed it, made some changes and so that’s Version 2. So you have 
to throw out Version 1. Yes, it’s really been a nightmare. 
 

A2: A lot of confusion in the classroom. And therefore, there is confusion in the delivery.  
 

A3: They [the Ministry of Education and NZQA] could stop changing their mind every 5 
minutes about what they want! 

 
 

(e) NCEA not matching the curriculum 

Teachers in one focus group described how they were confused when they dealt with the 

internal speaking assessment (Conversation). They felt it was not designed to be in line with the 

curriculum goals. Comments included: 

 
A1: The other flaw is to me in the speaking. It’s reduced it to a farce because if you look at 
the curriculum, the goal for Level 8 is that they should be able to respond, something like 
“spontaneously in an unknown situation” but because you have to ask every kid the same 5 
questions and because in effect they are virtually meant to know the questions in advance.  
A2: As soon as you said that, I thought that was what I battled with when I was setting 1.3 
[Conversation] and marking it. 
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A1: You have to ask yourself what the overall goal of learning languages is. Ultimately, 
what you are aiming for is for you to be in a situation with a native speaker when you can 
cope with most things that come up. You know, you are not going to send the native speaker 
a list of questions beforehand and say, “Please ask me only these things, please say only 
these sentences.” 

 
 

(2) Student anxiety  

Several teachers reported that some students were anxious about NCEA, wondering whether 

it was recognised as a formal qualification both in NZ and overseas. Student anxiety seemed to be 

caused by what students heard from the media and members of their family, and a lack of 

information on the status of NCEA even among teachers. 

 
A1: There was some anxiety because they picked up all this stuff that’s going around, 
“We’re guinea pigs”… I think students are guided not just by their experience but also by 
what they hear around them. 
 

B2: I think maybe it was from the media but there was some concern that maybe it wouldn’t 
count, wouldn’t have the same status later on as School Cert. but I think that came from 
maybe the parents or what was going on at the time.  
 
B1: I think some [students] felt concerned because they liked getting percentages and rather 
than having percentages they were going to get Achievement or Excellence and they felt a 
bit uncomfortable with that. Maybe they knew about School Certificate through brothers’ or 
sisters’ experiences.  

 
B3: One international student asked me if NCEA is recognized world-wide and I couldn’t 
answer the question. 

 
 

In an extreme case, a student’s parent was so concerned that she was moving to another 

school which offered an alternative assessment to NCEA. 

 
B1: Actually, a girl in my form class, I have a year 11 form class, she’s leaving at the end of 
this year to go to another school which offers the Cambridge examination.  

 
 

(3) Heavy teacher workload 

All teachers reported that their workload has increased since NCEA was implemented. A 

heavy workload seems to have been caused by (a) A lack of resources and support for developing 
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new teaching materials, (b) Inconsistency in moderation processes, and (c) An increase in 

administration. Each one will be discussed below. 

 
(a) A lack of resources and support for developing new teaching materials 

Due to a serious lack of NCEA-related resources, all teachers reported that they had to spend 

a lot of time and energy to cope with the workload in developing new teaching materials and 

internal assessments. 

 
B1: It’s been all the other teachers who have provided it. They have spent their time making 
up tests and things like that, and passing it around.  
 
B2: Too much was provided by teachers. To think of my own situation, the amount of time 
I’ve put into thinking up assessments has been a lot of work. 
 

 
Teachers wished that they had received more resource support from the Ministry of 

Education or NZQA so that their workload was more manageable. 

 
A3: If somebody provided more resources that were linked to NCEA, Ministry of 
Education, NZQA, instead of us as usual, you know that would be helpful 

 
B1: Not especially happy with the resourcing. A lot more could have been provided by 
NZQA or the Ministry or someone.  

 
B1: Very little of it has come from people who should be providing it, NZQA, and yet they 
want us to implement the system but they’re wanting it to happen as cheaply as possible and 
I don’t think they invested enough money. I think NZQA has a responsibility to teachers. 
They really should make more [materials] available, more examples. 

 
 

(b) Inconsistency in moderation processes  

The requirement of getting teacher-made internal assessments moderated added to the 

teachers’ workload. In one focus group, all teachers were frustrated that the moderators’ feedback 

on teacher-made assessments was inconsistent, which led teachers to repeatedly revise their 

assessments and send them to the moderator. Comments included: 

 
A3: I’ve changed all mine [internal assessments I had made] to what they said they wanted. 
But even if I send them in next year with a different moderator, they won’t like that system. 
And then I’ll have to do it all over again. This is what I’m saying, consistency! Every year 
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you send in an assessment for moderation. And it comes back with something different. We 
need consistency to make it easier for us! 
 

A2: If they provided us with those [pre-moderated tests], we wouldn’t need to send them for 
them to be marking all the time.  

(c) An increase in administration 

All teachers agreed that the implementation of NCEA came with more administrative paper 

work. 

 
B1: Definitely more paperwork for teachers and a lot more work. 

 
B3: It just seems to be more and more paperwork for teachers, other than teaching…and that 
quite used up my time. I’d rather spend my time on teaching or making up resources.  

 
 

(4) Test overload 

The majority of teachers reported that they felt NCEA involved more assessment for 

students than the previous examination systems, which suggested that both teachers and students 

were overloaded with assessments. For instance: 

 
B3: They [my students] say they always have assessments after assessments for any 
subjects. They just seem to be too busy getting prepared for assessments. So they often 
begged me “No more homework at all because of science or maths or whatever is coming 
up”. 

 
A2: I feel that we are more crowded with assessments. 
A3: Yes, yes. 
A2: because there’s the internal assessments and if you are going to sort of do a practice one 
before they do the real one, and then we’ve still got our school exams which you know they 
are the mocks for the externals, but it just seems to be with the 4 term year and NCEA that 
there’s term one when you can’t do much assessment because they are new, term two I 
started on the internals and we had one lot of school exams, term three I think I assessed all 
term, and now term four I’ve just headed up five weeks and they are off.  
A3: I think there was less before.  

 
 

However, one teacher argued that it was probably not the NCEA system itself that imposed 

more assessment on teachers and students, but rather it was teachers themselves that were giving 

their students more practice tests to do. 

 
A2: I suppose if you add the practice tests in as well it makes a lot of assessments. 
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(5) Japanese losing out on students 

A few teachers said that their language class was losing students over to subjects which 

were perceived as “easier” and “less academic”. 

 
A1: It has also had the effect, which I think is a negative one, of bright kids also going to 
those subjects which are really intended for the less able kids.  
A2: Yes, it’s kind of easy options, eh?  
A3: We had that problem, too. 
A1: And I don’t know whether it’s just girls, but I find that a lot of kids choose the easy 
thing rather than the challenging thing. 

 
 

The teachers suspected that the fact that less academic subjects can be more social and can 

now offer the same number of credits as academic subjects was contributing to this phenomenon. 

 
A1: Things like graphics are very popular. As a timetabler I can see what’s going on. 
Subjects like Food Technology and Graphics and Design have boomed in a way they didn’t 
before because they can now get credits that are worth the same as Japanese.  
A2: Maybe they [those subjects] are a little more social, because they [the students] are 
interacting while they are working on Food Technology and that sort of thing. 
 
 

Washback effects of NCEA that could be interpreted as either positive or negative depending on 

teachers’ beliefs  

 
The analysis of the focus groups comments revealed that NCEA was affecting what teachers 

were doing in their classes in various aspects of their teaching. While leaving out translation 

exercises was perceived as positive by all teachers, other types of washback effects attracted mixed 

views or were neutral. They were (1) Teaching English in Japanese classes, (2) Training to 

recognise different levels of achievement, (3) Setting and marking students’ work in NCEA style. A 

summary of the findings is shown below. The relationship between washback and beliefs is shown 
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in the figure below. Figure 9 below illustrates how these washback effects could be interpreted as 

either positive or negative, depending on teachers’ beliefs. 
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Figure 9. Washback effects of NCEA which can be interpreted as either positive or negative, 

depending on teachers’ beliefs about NCEA 

 
 

(1) Teaching English in Japanese classes 

Negative views of the mode of testing in the Listening and Reading units were constantly 

brought up in both focus groups. That students were required to construct their own answers in 

English in the Listening and Reading assessments was criticised because students with a 

background of English as an additional language were disadvantaged and teachers questioned the 

validity of the assessments as tests of Japanese. Examples of reported comments were:  

 
A1: It’s just the modes of testing. I mean I can’t see why they have to require you to in 
effect write the answers in English for Japanese, even if they just put the questions in 
Japanese, especially for the reading, I couldn’t see any problems with that. 

 
A1: To me, in principle I support NCEA, but the details, the way it is worked out in 
Japanese is insane, and I think particularly disadvantages my girls many of whom are Asian 
students, ESOL students… The fact is, even if they are very good at Japanese, because they 
have to answer in English they don’t answer correctly. They don’t understand the questions 
a lot of the time. Especially for the merit and excellence questions, once you get beyond 
Level 1, they’re made difficult by the subtlety of the English question not of the difficulty of 
the Japanese even if they have quite a good understanding of Japanese, therefore they don’t 
get the mark that they should get.  
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A4: I don’t think that can be regarded as a test of Japanese. Why do students have to use 
English when being tested on their Japanese skills? I think that’s problematic. 

 
A1: It’s also a sign that it [NCEA Japanese] is not a good test. If there’s some factor other 
than their understanding of Japanese that’s preventing them getting good marks then you 
have to ask questions about the validity of the test. 

 
Some teachers, however, stated that English problems among ESOL students might be acute 

in schools in Auckland. 

 
A1: For my kids anyway, having to answer in English is a barrier to showing how well they 
can actually understand Japanese. Even if they are very good at Japanese, because they have 
to answer in English they don’t answer correctly. They don’t understand the questions a lot 
of the time.  
A2: Because they’re ESOL students. That’s a peculiarity to Auckland, isn’t it?  
A3: Yes, I believe it is.  
A1: It probably is. The rest of the country’s different. 

 
 

Another teacher suggested that a low level of English literacy was a problem even among 

native speakers of English. 

 
A3: If you look at the PAT [Progressive Achievement Tests] at our school, the level of 
vocab is very low. I’ve got only one student who is in stanine 9 [the highest rank]... And she 
came from Australia! So for us, it’s probably a literacy and vocab problem as well.  
 

 
All teachers said that a high level of literacy was required for students to do well in NCEA 

Japanese assessments. This led teachers to teach English in their Japanese classes to help their 

students achieve to the best of their ability. The majority of teachers of Japanese saw teaching 

English in their Japanese classes as negative. 

 
B3: We have got so many students [for whom] English is not their first language, so I have 
to train them how to answer in English. 

 
On the other side, there were also less sympathetic views provided by a few teachers. 

 
B1: I’m not really sure how you’d get round that. Maybe you just have to say, “Well look, 
this is New Zealand. All the other exams you’ve got, [you] have to answer in English. So, 
tough!” 

 
B2: I think it [to read and answer questions in correct English] is hard [for ESOL students], 
but then when you think about other subjects, OK, so for science exams what are they going 
to do there or in English exams?  
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There was, however, one school that saw it as an opportunity to promote students’ literacy 

levels. The teacher who taught at the school described how she put it into practice as follows: 

 
A3: You give them the standard off the net. . . . and they are just like, ‘what is this talking 
about?’ So then I thought, okay, the school was doing a big literacy push. . . . and one way 
that we saw as a department of doing the literacy push was to make sure they understood the 
NCEA words. I’ve got the NCEA-Speak as I call it, on my wall, like ‘what does substantial 
mean?’ And then a definition of it underneath. 

 
 

(2) Training students to recognise different achievement levels 

External assessments for Listening and Reading include questions with different levels of 

difficulty (i.e. Achieved, Merit and Excellence questions). There were discussions in one focus 

group that class time was given to training students to recognise the kind of language output 

expected to earn a certain level of achievement. Comments included: 

 
B2: There are examples. You can give them examples, this is achieved, this is a merit and 
this is what you have to do, I mean you have to manipulate the language to get excellence. 
B1: I think I really agree with what she [B2] says. I highlight with the students, make sure 
they read, the criteria very carefully and when I give them an assessment, if we are going to 
do an oral for instance, we go through the task very carefully and we read through the 
achievement criteria and look at examples of language. . . . I’ll get the students to see if they 
can work out which was an excellence and why. 

 
 

However, there was a sceptical view about the way class time was spent on such activities. 

 
B1: But I do think we are wasting our time trying to get them to recognise Achievement, 
Merit, Excellence questions because NZQA could just print [this] on the paper. 

 
 

(3) Setting and marking students’ work in NCEA style 

The analysis of the focus group data revealed that NCEA was also influencing how teachers 

set and mark assignments, leading the teachers to adjust to an “NCEA style”. For instance: 

 
B1: We mark all our tests even with juniors with Achievement and Excellence. There’s no 
numbers now.     
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Several teachers’ comments indicated that NCEA was affecting not only senior students, but 

also junior students who are not expected to sit NCEA for a while.  

 
 

B1: I feel that they are getting used to NCEA because not only from Year 11 but from junior 
levels, Year 10, Year 9, teachers I assume in all subjects try to incorporate all the standards.       

    B2: It’s sort of like a preparation, a mental preparation. 
 

B1: Basically at Year 9 and 10 even though I give them Achieved, Merit, Excellence, it’s 
not strictly NCEA style because I actually count up. I say, okay, she’s got 10 out of 20. That 
will be an Achieved, which isn’t the correct way to do it. But if you try and mark a Year 9 
student’s work according to the NCEA criteria, they don’t know enough to do what is 
required. 

 
 

However, there does not seem to be a consistent marking policy across all subjects at junior 

level at this particular high decile-ranking school.  

 
B1: We were told [by the school management] we were supposed to use achievement-based 
assessment. I have with Years 9 and 10 and the Year 9s complained. They said “In maths 
and science we got a percentage”. “Oh no, you’re not supposed to have a percentage!” 

 
 

Discussion 

The first research question was: What are the washback effects of NCEA on the teaching 

and learning of Japanese, and teachers’ beliefs that contributed to the washback effects? The 

analysis of the data indicated that the teachers’ overall beliefs about NCEA were generally positive. 

The majority of teachers expressed their support for a local examination system designed for the 

local students and none expressed their wish to go back to the previous examination systems. It can 

be argued that positive washback effects were mediated by positive beliefs about NCEA. Seven 

types of positive washback effects were identified: (1) Focused teaching and learning, (2) Self-

directed learning, (3) Lower achieving students becoming more confident, (4) Student motivation, 

(5) Promoting fairness, (6) More communicative approach, and (7) Leaving out what is not 

assessed.  
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The findings indicated that NCEA was acting as assessment for learning. Teachers of 

Japanese claimed that NCEA was making both teachers and students identify students’ strengths 

and weaknesses, because they believed that their students clearly understood goals to aim for. This 

supports the findings in studies by Alison (2005), Bedford (2003), and Stewart et al. (2007). The 

washback of NCEA relating to fragmented subject knowledge which was identified as negative in 

some studies of NCEA (e.g., Alison, 2005; Lewis, 2005; Loretz, 2002; Meyer et al., 2006; Stewart 

et al., 2007) was considered as positive in this study as fragmented assessments appeared to be 

helping students of Japanese to focus on their learning. That the language taught at school has 

traditionally been assessed as separate subskills (i.e., Listening, Speaking, Reading, and Writing) 

may also be a factor for teachers to show less resistance towards the subject being broken down. It 

may be that teachers of other foreign languages feel the same way. NCEA also appeared to be 

encouraging students of Japanese to be self-directed. Now that students are given pre-described 

achievement criteria, they seemed to be able to evaluate their own work against them. A similar 

finding was reported in the study by ERO (2004).  

The system of NCEA was reported to have created an encouraging learning environment 

and to be helping lower achieving students who previously might have failed a whole subject to feel 

more confident because they can now gain credits for achieving parts of the subject. This finding is 

in line with that reported by Hipkins et al. (2004), Meyer et al. (2006), NZQA (2006), and Stewart 

et al. (2007). NCEA also appeared to be motivating students by encouraging them to aim for Merit 

or Excellence because teachers believed that NCEA was providing students with more chance to 

succeed. These positive washback effects were also identified in other studies of the impact of 

NCEA (NZQA, 2006; Meyer et al., 2006; Stewart et al., 2007). Teachers of Japanese reported that 

NCEA was fairer for their students and was a good indication of students’ ability in Japanese 

because they claimed their students were no longer disadvantaged by the scaling process of the 

previous assessment systems which adjusted students’ results. 
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Language-specific positive washback effects were also identified. Some NCEA Japanese 

assessments were described by teachers as authentic. This was encouraging students to learn 

Japanese in a more communicative way, which was in line with teachers’ beliefs about the ultimate 

goals for language teaching and learning. This study also revealed that teachers were quick to leave 

out translation which was no longer assessed. This supports the arguments put forward by Buck 

(1988), and Alderson and Wall (1993) that the teachers “tailor” their classroom activities to match 

the requirements of the examination. “Leaving out what is not assessed” was often seen as negative 

because aspects of subject knowledge that were considered important could be excluded (Corbett & 

Wilson, 1991; Smith et al., 1990; Smith & Rottenberg, 1991). In this study, however, teachers of 

Japanese saw leaving out translation tasks as positive. They indicated that they were against the use 

of translation in assessment in the first place as it did not seem to fit in with their beliefs about 

language teaching for communication purposes.  

On the other hand, five negative washback effects of NCEA were identified: (1) Confusion, 

(2) Student anxiety, (3) Heavy teacher workload, (4) Test overload, and (5) Japanese losing out on 

students. These negative washback effects were mediated by various negative beliefs about NCEA. 

For example, teachers’ heavy workload and a feeling of confusion seem to have been brought about 

by negative beliefs mainly concerning the adequacy of information and resourcing, consistency of 

moderation, and increase in administrative requirements. These negative washback effects were 

also found in other NCEA studies (e.g., Alison, 2005; Bedford, 2003; NZQA, 2006; Meyer et al., 

2006). Although the teachers supported the overall concept of NCEA, these negative washback 

effects seem to have made it difficult for them to deal with the transition smoothly. NCEA was 

reported to have caused anxiety among students that teachers believed was brought about by the 

influence of the media and students’ families. Students’ concern about the uncertain status of 

NCEA as a formal qualification was also identified by NZQA (2006). As found by researchers such 

as ERO (2004), Hipkins et al. (2004), and NZQA (2006), teachers in this study also reported they 
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and their students were overloaded with assessments. This negative washback was associated with 

teachers’ belief that assessments were too frequently administered throughout the year.  

One negative washback effect that can be described as language-specific was the claim that 

Japanese seemed to be losing out on students under the current NCEA system, which was seen as a 

potential threat to the viability of the subject. Now that less academic subjects can offer the same 

numbers of credits as academic ones, teachers were claiming that students were more likely to 

choose less academic subjects. Students seem to have more flexible learning pathways, but as a 

result, it may be affecting Japanese negatively in terms of numbers of students choosing to study 

Japanese.  

This study also demonstrated that some washback effects could be interpreted as either 

positive or negative, depending on the teachers’ beliefs. The majority of these washback effects 

were related to assessment driven classrooms: (1) Teaching English in Japanese classes; (2) 

Training students to recognise different levels of achievement; (3) Setting and marking students’ 

work in NCEA style. This confirms the widely held claim that teachers are likely to design their 

classroom activities to match the requirements of the assessment (Buck, 1988; Chapman & Snyder, 

2000; Madaus. 1988). Other studies of the washback of NCEA also demonstrated that an 

assessment-driven classroom could be either positive or negative, depending on individuals’ beliefs 

(Alison, 2005; Lewis, 2005). This supports the argument by Andrews et al. (2002), Cheng (1999), 

and Watanabe (1996) that individual beliefs must be taken into account when the nature of 

washback is investigated.  

The second research question asked: To what extent can intended positive washback 

intended by the Ministry of Education and NZQA be identified? NCEA was implemented in an 

attempt to promote positive student learning outcomes. Some of the intended washback effects 

anticipated at school level by the Ministry of Education and NZQA were:  
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• [Motivation] To motivate students of all abilities to strive for higher levels of achievement 

(Fancy, 2001; NZQA, 2001). 

 

• [Focused teaching and learning] To provide students with clear focus on achievable 

standards as goals (Fancy, 2001; NZQA, 2001). 

 

• [Self-directed learning] To improve student engagement in learning, to help them make 

informed choices about their own study, and to become more independent as learners 

generally (Ministry of Education, 1999). 

 

• [Helping students learn] To meet the different learning needs of all students, not only those 

who were high achievers, but also lower achieving students (Ministry of Education, 1999). 

 

• [Promoting fairness] To give a fairer picture of a student’s achievement by using standards 

rather than involving scaling (NZQA, 2001). 

 
 

The findings of the study confirm that NCEA was producing the intended positive washback 

described above. Thus, it can be suggested that NCEA was functioning as designed in many aspects 

of the teaching and learning of Japanese.  

However, it is obvious that the implementation of NCEA has also caused unintended 

negative washback effects. Some of them (e.g., heavy workload and difficulty in establishing 

consistent marking practice) can be described as inherent in the nature of standards-based 

assessment, but others (e.g., confusion and student anxiety) could have been avoided with careful 

planning and thorough preparation by policy makers.  
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Conclusions to Study One 
 

The aim of this study was to illustrate the nature of washback effects of NCEA on the 

teaching and learning of Japanese, mediated by teachers’ beliefs. It is clear that intended positive 

washback effects can be promoted through assessment change, although negative washback effects 

were also produced in the process. In many ways it can be argued that NCEA has been a powerful 

lever for change. 

The study also demonstrated the power of beliefs as the same phenomenon can be 

interpreted in different ways, depending on teachers’ beliefs. This means that categorising 

washback effects is unlikely to be straightforward, thus caution is necessary when identifying 

washback of assessment. The study argues that it is vital to investigate beliefs held by the 

stakeholders such as teachers and students to determine the nature of washback. 

 
 
 
 
 

 



  83

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

STUDY 2: WASHBACK OF NCEA ON THE TEACHING AND LEARNING OF JAPANESE, 

AND BELIEFS ABOUT NCEA: STUDENTS’ VIEWS 

 
There were three purposes to the second study. The first was to investigate the nature of 

washback effects of NCEA on the teaching and learning of Japanese as perceived by students, and 

their beliefs about NCEA. The second purpose was to find out the extent to which intended positive 

washback and unintended negative washback effects were evident. The third purpose was to 

compare the findings with those of the first study to identify similarities and differences in 

washback effects of NCEA. The research questions were (1) What are the washback effects of 

NCEA on the teaching and learning of Japanese, and students’ beliefs that contributed to the 

washback effects?; (2) To what extent can positive washback intended by the Ministry of Education 

and NZQA be identified?; and (3) To what extent are washback effects of NCEA on teaching and 

learning identified in Studies One and Two similar or different?   

 

Method 

Participants 

The ethics approvals obtained from the University of Auckland Human Subjects Ethics 

Committee for Study One was extended to carry out Study Two (refs 2004/321). Thirty-two 

students of Japanese from seven schools in the Auckland area agreed to participate. They were 

recruited through their teachers in response to an invitation to take part in the study, sent by a 

language facilitator based in the University of Auckland. The students came from schools that were 

not involved in Study One. Two schools were in the Low Decile range (1-3), three schools in the 

Mid Decile range (4-7), and two schools in the High Decile range (8-10). Of the seven schools from 
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which participants were derived, five were state schools while two were private schools. 

Participants were from four co-educational schools and three single sex schools.  

The study involved students of all senior levels (i.e., Years 11-13) and they had already had 

at least six months of first hand experience with NCEA by the time data were collected. Of the 32 

students, 19 students were male and 13 female. Over half of the participants (59%) were of Asian 

descent: 14 Koreans (44%), three Taiwanese (9%), one Hong Kong Chinese (3%), and two Indians 

(6%).   There were also six New Zealand Europeans (19%). The four remaining students (13 %) 

were of other ethnicities (i.e. Maori, Tongan, two South Africans). Two students (6%) identified 

themselves as of mixed ethnicity (i.e., NZ/Japanese, and Indian/Tongan).The students’ Japanese 

learning experience varied from 1 to 17 years, with an average of 3.8 years.  

 

Procedure of data collection 
 

Seven focus groups were held for this study (see Table 4). Each focus group involved 

students of one year level except in one case where two year levels were combined to make up a 

focus group. All students self-selected to participate in this study. While the students knew each 

other they were not necessarily friends. Each student focus group was held at the participating 

students’ school during lunch time or a class time, depending on the students’ availability.  
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Table 4                                                                                                                                  

Participating Schools and Students of Japanese in Study Two 

Focus 
GroupID 

A  
(n=2) 

 

B 
(n=5) 

C 
(n=4) 

D 
(n=6) 

E 
(n=5) 

F 
(n=5) 

G 
(n=5) 

Types of 
school 
 

State 
[co-ed] 

State 
[co-ed] 

State 
[co-ed] 

State 
[co-ed] 

Private 
[single] 

State 
[single] 

Private 
[single] 

Decile 
 

Low Low Mid Mid Mid High High 

Year level 
 

12 & 13 11 11 12 13 13 11 

Gender 
Male 
Female 

 
2 
0 
 

 
2 
3 

 
3 
1 

 
2 
4 

 
5 
0 

 
5 
0 

 
0 
5 

Ethnicity 
Korean 
Taiwanese 
Indian 
Hong Kong 
NZ European 
Mixed 
 Other 

 
0 
0 
0 
0 
1 
0 
1 
 

 
0 
0 
1 
0 
2 
0 
2 

 
2 
0 
0 
0 
1 
0 
1 

 
5 
0 
1 
0 
0 
0 
0 

 
3 
0 
0 
0 
1 
1 
0 

 
2 
2 
0 
0 
1 
0 
0 

 
2 
1 
0 
1 
0 
1 
0 

Years 
learning 
Japanese 
 

3 - 4 2.5 - 4 2 – 2.5 1 – 3.5 4.5 – 17 3.5 – 6.5 2.5 – 5 

 
 

The focus group discussions were audio-taped with the students’ consent and the consent of 

their teachers and principals. The length of the discussions ranged from 30 to 45 minutes. The 

topics of the focus groups were related to the students’ beliefs about NCEA, and how they 

perceived washback of NCEA on them and their teachers. All focus groups were guided by the 

schedule of prompts shown in Table 5.  
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Table 5                                                                                                                                     

Discussion Schedule for the Focus Groups 

Theme 
 

Questions 

Beliefs about NCEA held by students • What do you like about NCEA Japanese 
assessments? 

• What do you dislike about NCEA Japanese 
assessments? 

• Do you think NCEA Japanese assessments 
are easy to pass? 

• Do you think your results in NCEA Japanese 
will be important for your future? 

 
Washback effects of NECA on students 
and their teachers (as perceived by 
students) 

• What do you need to do to do well in NCEA 
Japanese? 

• How do you think the NCEA has influenced 
your learning? 

• How does your school/teacher prepare you for 
the NCEA Japanese assessments? 

 
 

The researcher sometimes probed further in order to clarify students’ responses or to obtain 

in depth views of the topics discussed by the students. The focus group data were later transcribed 

by an experienced transcriber. In order to establish accuracy of the transcripts, they were checked 

by the researcher. No errors were found. 

 

Procedure of data analysis 
 

The procedure of the analysis of the transcripts was the same as that in Study One. The 

transcripts were read thoroughly so that the researcher could become familiar with the data and 

identify patterns and key themes which might emerge (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983; Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). Electronic copies of the transcripts were entered into N6, a computer program 

designed to assist with the analysis of qualitative data (N6, 2002). As in the previous study, data 

were coded directly into the program. Statements in the transcripts were coded into categories 

according to the nature of the responses. The categories were decided with the use of tree and free 

nodes based on the data from students. The tree nodes contained key themes such as “NCEA 
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Positive” and “NCEA Negative” and each theme had multiple sub themes such as “Focused 

learning” and “Demotivation”. The free nodes were used to organise statements that were not 

categorised under tree nodes, such as “Students’ comments about their teachers”.  

To validate the results of the analysis, three sets of transcripts (i.e., about half of the total 

transcripts), were coded manually by an experienced researcher. Then, the results of the initial N6 

analysis and that carried out manually by the second researcher were compared. Agreement rates of 

96% for one transcript and of 98% for the other two transcripts were achieved. Any differences 

between the two coders were discussed and resolved. 

 

Results 
 
Both negative and positive beliefs about NCEA and washback effects of NCEA Japanese 

were identified. The findings will be discussed with supporting quotes. A combination of the letters 

of the alphabet and numbers are used to indicate the speakers. The letters of the alphabet indicate 

the seven focus groups (A-G) and numbers are used to indicate individual speakers in each focus 

group (1-6). Interactions among participants in the same focus group are indicated with close line 

spacing. 

 

Overall beliefs about NCEA Japanese 
 

The study identified overall beliefs about NCEA that were held by some students. Their 

views about the NCEA system were mixed. Comments included: 

 
B2: I don’t like it [NCEA] that much. I don’t know. I just don’t. 
B1: I like everything [about NCEA]. 

 
E4: Usually, I agree [with] the NCEA system. I don’t have any negative things.  

 
A2: There’s [sic] things we do like and we don’t like so . . . 
A1: In general, I’m not a big fan of it. 

 
G2: I think it is quite good until [sic] some point. 

 
E1: Well, I’m kind of in two minds about it. I like the fact that I can pass  
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but I hate the fact that it comes up to the teachers’ liking of you. 
 
 

The comments provided by some students indicated they were trying to show their 

understanding of why NCEA had been introduced. Their philosophical attitude towards the 

situation surrounding NCEA was shown by the comments below: 

 
E2: I fully understand why they [the government] actually initiated the whole system. It is a 
new system so it’s going to have problems no matter what. It’s not like it’s going to be 
perfect straight off. 

 
G3: In the end everyone needs to get better. You can’t just have a few people who do very 
well and the rest of the population failing, so kind of NCEA overall has an advantage for 
everyone. 

 
G2: I think every single education system has an up side and a down side. 
All: Yeah. 
 

Positive beliefs and washback effects of NCEA  
 

Five types of positive washback effects were identified in this study. They were (1) Focused 

teaching and learning, (2) Self-directed learning, (3) Lower achieving students becoming more 

confident, (4) Student motivation, and (5) Satisfaction with NCEA Japanese. Figure 10 below 

illustrates how these positive washback effects were mediated by certain types of positive beliefs 

held by the students of Japanese. 
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Figure 10. Positive washback effects of NCEA mediated by students’ positive beliefs about NCEA 

 
 
(1) Focused teaching and learning  

The comments given by many students suggested that NCEA Japanese was providing them 

with clear goals to know what they needed to learn. Typical comments were: 

 
F1: The good thing that I like about NCEA this year is that they give you a table of like verbs 
and stuff and you have to learn them all. The same with structures. So if you fail you can’t go 
“oh, I didn’t know this” because you were given a chance to learn it. If you do the study it’s 
pretty easy. Pretty hard to fail. 

 
B3: You always seem to know exactly what you need to know for it as opposed to sitting 
down and writing an essay about something you have no clues about. 

 
B4: I think if we’re prepared in Japanese it will probably be easiest cause like they [teachers] 
give you the outline of what you have to know and everything. 
B5: What you do for extra marks [higher grades (i.e. Merit or Excellence)]. 
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Fragmented assessments in NCEA Japanese also seemed to recognise students’ strengths. 

Some students reported that their strengths in one language skill (e.g., reading) would still be 

recognised without being negated by their weaknesses in another (e.g., writing). 

 
G5: If you failed writing and you did well in reading and other things you don’t fail your 
whole standard [i.e., subject], you still get the credits that you’ve earned from other 
standards. 

 
C1: [I like] how you can still pass certain parts of a subject and not just have like a straight 
you failed everything. 

 
 
(2) Self-directed learning 

The way NCEA internal assessments were spaced out leading up to external assessments was 

regarded as a positive aspect of NCEA. It can be argued that NCEA was promoting self-directed 

learning because it seemed to be helping students pace themselves with their study. 

 
F1: Because they test you, they give you tests like every couple of months and that prepares 
you for the end of year exams. 

 
F4: Cambridge tends to like push the exam to the end of the term. The students probably need 
to study really hard for it but NCEA is probably better like to spread out the internals and 
externals. 

 
B5: It’s good that you can get credits throughout the year and not stress out about exams at 
the end of the year. 

 
A1: And like it does make it better than School C because it does take all the strain off doing 
all your credits or all your qualifications at the end of the year but then like they still kind of 
have that like most of your credits being external at the end of year anyway. 

 
 

Some students also suggested that NCEA was helping them evaluate their own work because 

they recognised their weaknesses, which improved their learning. For example: 

 
C1: It [NCEA] shows you where you need to improve upon…  
C2: In some ways it’s better than the older system. You can work out stuff better and you 
can see where you need to improve on with NCEA Japanese. 
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(3) Lower achieving students becoming more confident 

Because NCEA was perceived as more achievable by some students, they reported that it was 

promoting low-achieving students’ confidence. For instance: 

 
E2: It’s [NCEA] good for the under-achievers and it’s great for them that they finally have 
some kind of confidence in what they can achieve. 

 
 
(4) Student motivation 

 There is evidence that the way NCEA assessments are spaced out throughout the year is 

motivating students to study all year round. Typical comments were: 

 
F1: It’s [NCEA] good because it makes you work all year round instead of one big exam at 
the end, like you have to earn your credits throughout the year. 

 
F3: It all goes on the reports so you can’t just study hard before the tests to get a good mark, 
but you also have to work hard all year. It probably makes students study all the time. 
 
G4: Since you have internals for the whole year it kind of makes you have to study. 
 

 
A comment provided by one student suggested that fragmented assessments in NCEA 

Japanese were motivating her to study all aspects of the Japanese language: 

 
D4: You have to be good at all the different aspects [in NCEA], whereas in School C 
[Certificate] or Sixth Form Certificate if you weren’t good at listening you could make it up 
with your reading and your writing and the rest of it, but in the NCEA system because they 
separate them you have to have an adequate level of the different aspects of Japanese whether 
it’s listening, speaking. I find that it’s a little more pressured that way. I guess it’s good 
because then when you finish all the levels of Japanese you would have a good knowledge to 
communicate. 

 
 

NCEA also appeared to be motivating students to do well in the Japanese assessments 

because the results of NCEA Japanese were important for their future study or career. Comments 

included:  

 
G3: Yeah, [NCEA results matter] a lot because some [university] courses are quite hard to 
get into so marks you get in school are quite valid. 
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C2: If you want to keep going with Japanese later in university or something and they say if 
you do a language you have like a better chance to get into a better university. 
C3: Well, more language you know, any [musical] instruments you play, will help you to go 
to university. 
C2: Yeah, because you can get a scholarship for it. 
C3: If you’re planning to go to university, polytech or whatever, I think you need to get high 
marks [in NCEA]. 
 

D1: I think it [NCEA] matters to me because it’ll make it easy for me to get in a work 
industry. I’m thinking of the tourism or hospitality [industry]. 
 

 
The students in one focus group said that the achievement category system was motivating 

them to study hard in order to receive Excellences. 

 
A2: Basically, [I like] the credits system. The Merits, Achieved, and Excellence, because it 
pushes me to get an Excellence. 
A1: For level 2 last year I didn’t get any Excellences, but I got a lot of Merits which I thought 
‘Hey I could probably get an Excellence if I tried harder.’ 
A2: Yeah. And you can see your effort paid off if you’ve got an Excellence. You’ve worked 
3 months on a subject and you got an Excellence. [It’s] like yeah, ‘I’m proud of myself’. 

 
A2: I can resit even if I got an Achieved sometimes to get an Excellence. 
A1: That’s probably the best [thing I like about NCEA]. If you feel like you’ve been hard 
done with it you can just say okay I want to do it again.  

 
 

(5) Satisfaction with NCEA Japanese 

A few students indicated that they were satisfied with NCEA Japanese as they believed that 

NCEA was working well for the subject. They reported that internal assessments were meaningful 

for subjects like Japanese as they involved demonstrating your speaking skills, which needed to be 

tested one student at a time. For instance: 

 
D4: I think NCEA works for Japanese better, but in other subjects it doesn’t work as well like 
maths and science. Because I guess that in science and things internals have no sense, like 
you can learn enough just to have an exam at the end of the year. Just to make an internal for 
the sake of it doesn’t make sense. It’s just like having it there to give people a chance to get 
credits, whereas in Japanese speaking and conversation can’t be tested in an exam situation at 
the end of the year so in that case you actually need to have an internal. 
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Some students also claimed that NCEA suited the learning of Japanese as they perceived that 

a series of assessments was just like language learning where students learn a bit at a time. 

Comments included: 

 
F1: Yeah. It’s [NCEA] good for Japanese. Yeah. Japanese is like real well structured like you 
learn a bit and you do tests all the time just like you do practice NCEA tests before you get 
your actual credits so that’s good. NCEA is pretty well done for Japanese.  

 
G3: Yes because for language you have to learn a little bit at a time to be able to learn it so if 
you were revising throughout the year then you develop your language skills better. 

 

Negative beliefs and washback effects of NCEA  
 

The analysis identified five negative washback effects mediated by negative beliefs about 

NCEA. They were (1) Confusion, (3) Student anxiety, (3) Demotivation, (4) Dissatisfaction with 

NCEA, and (5) Focusing on collecting credits. Figure 11 below describes how these negative 

washback effects were mediated by certain types of negative beliefs held by the students of 

Japanese.  
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Figure 11. Negative washback effects of NCEA mediated by students’ negative beliefs about 

NCEA 

 
 
(1) Confusion 

Many students expressed a feeling of confusion. Confusion seems to have been caused by 

three factors: (a) A lack of information, (b) Vague achievement criteria, (c) Difficulty in 

understanding examination instructions. 

 

(a) A lack of information 

A few students indicated that they did not receive adequate information about NCEA 

assessments to help them understand exactly how the system of NCEA would work. For example:   
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A2: It’s just that it’s new and not many people understand it yet and that’s the trouble for us 
because we don’t understand it and it’s like the blind leading the blind.  You don’t 
understand and I don’t understand. 
 
C1: They [the teachers at school] gave us a little booklet but it was really confusing. At the 
start of the year all the subjects give you a list of when you sit certain things and like what 
you need to know and stuff like that. 
 

 
Students at some schools were not sure about the resit practice for NCEA Japanese. They do 

not seem to have been given clear information on their school’s resit policy. For example: 

 
F1: If you fail? I don’t know. In maths you can [resit], but I don’t know about Japanese.  I 
haven’t heard anything about it. Most of us pass anyway. It’s quite hard to fail. 
 
G1: As long [sic] as you want.  
G5: No, one [resit]. 
G3: In Japanese I think you’re only allowed one. 
G5: For most subjects. 
G1: Some subjects. 
G2: You could go for five subjects. 
G3: Yes it depends on the subject. 

 
A1: In the interview exams, no resit. 
A2: But in internal, I think we are allowed two resits basically.  All subjects, it’s two resits. 
A1: Oh, I don’t know. 

 
(b) Vague achievement criteria 

Some students indicated that the criteria used for NCEA Japanese were so vague that it was 

hard for them to know whether they satisfied or did not satisfy the criteria. 

 
E1: But when you get back any internal these days it’s pretty much up to the teacher’s 
discretion how much information they want to divulge back to you about where you failed.  
E1: They won’t explain to you what you should have done to meet the criteria. They’ll just 
say it didn’t fit this criteria [sic]. 
E2: They’re really vague. 
E1: Yeah, mysterious. 

 
E2: What I don’t really like is that it’s so dependent on teachers, like all the assessment 
criteria for internals and externals said “communicate ideas”, “communicate ideas well”, 
“communicate ideas effectively”. What does “well” mean? What does “effectively” mean? 
and how are the teachers supposed to know what the difference is?  
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(c) Difficulty in understanding examination instructions 

 In one focus group, there was an international student for whom English was his second 

language. He reported that he found it difficult to understand what he was required to do in NCEA 

Japanese assessments. It can be argued that a lack of adequate English literacy can be a barrier for 

some students to demonstrate what they know in NCEA Japanese assessments.  

  
C4: It’s [The examination instructions are] a little hard for me. I studied English for two 
years and I can’t understand most of it. It’s a little bit hard. If there’s information for other 
international students I can study more harder [sic] the English to understanding the test. 
 
 

(2) Student Anxiety 

Some students expressed a feeling of anxiety regarding uncertainty of the status of NCEA 

within and outside New Zealand. This anxiety also seemed to have been caused by negative 

attitudes towards NCEA expressed by the media, their schools and teachers. Comments included:  

 
G2: What happens if other schools don’t accept that marking? Some people even in our 
school think that the NCEA is stupid. 

 
C2: You can’t really be sure with the NCEA thing if he [his classmate who is an international 
student] goes back to his own country even though he has certain parts in Excellence he 
wouldn’t be able to get into a good university just with that, eh? 

 
C1: I don’t really like NCEA either because it’s not recognised in other countries, or at least 
that’s what we were told. And so all the things that we’ve been studying and working hard 
for, if we don’t go to university and get a degree for it [in New Zealand], then if we go over 
to other countries it won’t be worth anything.  
 

 
When asked who had told the students that NCEA qualifications might not be recognised 

overseas, They said: 

 
C2: News everywhere. 
C1: Yeah. Word of mouth from just other people that have sat NCEA. 
C2: Oh well, the school has told us that as well. Some of my teachers have told me that 
NCEA just might not work in other countries and stuff. 
C1: Some teachers don’t think that it works but we haven’t been told whether it will be worth 
anything in other countries. 
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A comment given by one student indicated that some students were so concerned that they 

were actually moving to a school where Cambridge International Examinations were offered.  

 
G1: But I think many people are going to move to other schools next year, like [where] 
Cambridge [is offered]. 
 

 
(3) Demotivation 

 While some students claimed that they were motivated by the NCEA system to study harder, 

NCEA appears to be failing to motivate other students. Demotivation seems to have been caused by 

two negative beliefs about NCEA. They were (a) Easy to pass, and (b) Resits weaken initial effort.  

 
(a) Easy to pass  

Many students’ comments suggested NCEA assessments were so easy that they did not have 

to study hard to pass them. For these students, NCEA was failing to motivate them to put in extra 

effort. For example: 

 
B5: [NCEA Japanese is] Pretty easy, too. 
B3: You don’t have to do much to pass it. 
B5: Yeah.  
 
E1: But the thing with it being so easy to pass is that it also promotes slacking off in class 
and playing around and not doing the work so when you do come to the exam . . .  If you 
know what the achieved questions are you can pass without doing any work all year 
basically. 
 
G3: I had a cousin who was doing Jap and it was School C [Certificate] . . . Unlike NCEA, 
you can’t achieve without knowing some stuff [in School Certificate]. You have to kind of 
know a lot of it.   
 

 
A few comments suggested that there were some challenging elements in NCEA Japanese 

assessments as Excellence was hard to achieve, but the students still indicated that it was very easy 

to get an Achieved. For example: 

 
G1: It’s easy to get Achieved but it’s not easy to get Excellence because if you only study 
achieved bits and then achieved questions are really easy like example like reading section. 
But I think that if you learn like all the verbs and stuff like you can get Excellence even if 
you get like particles [the grammatical term for Japanese postpositions] or something wrong. 
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E1: It’s very easy to pass but it’s very hard to achieve an ‘E’ [Excellence], so I like the fact 
that I can pass. 
 

 
(b) Resits weaken initial effort 

The opportunity to resit an internal assessment also seems to be a factor that failed to 

motivate students to study hard to pass it the first time round. Comments included: 

 
G5: Sometimes, I purposely didn’t study when the teacher said there was a resubmission… I 
decided to do something else instead of study. 

 
B2: I reckon having no resit is all right because it makes you try harder. 
B5: Yeah, and makes you study more. 

 

(4) Dissatisfaction with NCEA 

The comments given by many students suggested that they were dissatisfied with NCEA. 

This negative washback effect appears to be derived from the following beliefs and factors: (a) 

NCEA inferior to other assessment systems, (b) NCEA administered only in New Zealand, (c) A 

lack of competition, (d) Unfair marking practice, and (e) Variability of examination difficulty and 

marking.  

 
(a) NCEA inferior to other assessment systems 

When students compared NCEA with the previous assessment systems (i.e. School 

Certificate and Bursary), they often perceived NCEA as inferior as they believed NCEA was easy to 

pass. Some even wanted to go back to the previous assessment systems. Comments included: 

 
A1: Or they could have given both choices. It’s like for the higher classes, they [could] get 
the option of still sitting School C… and for all [lower] they can sit NCEA. 

 
C3: I think they should bring it [Bursary] back ’cause I think it’s much better to replace 
NCEA. [Bursary is] Sort of like a big exam to go to uni. 
 

 
The perception of NCEA being easier than the previous assessment system seems to exist 

beyond students themselves: 
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E1: I have an uncle. My uncle who sat it [School Certificate], he was a bit of an idiot so he 
failed that but he reckoned he would have passed in NCEA . . . I don’t think he would have 
achieved personally, he seems to think he would have passed if he was sitting NCEA. 

 

Some students also compared NCEA with Cambridge International Examinations. They 

believed that Cambridge International Examinations were more difficult to pass and contained more 

difficult tasks than NCEA. 

 
G3: I think if we did Cambridge, I think we would find it much harder [to pass]. 

 
G2: For example like for English you do more of Shakespeare and those poetry for 
Cambridge whereas our school does more of like short stories more something relevant to 
guys’ world more than concentrating. . . 
G3: On an international basis. 
 

 
While some students wished the previous assessment systems back as an alternative to 

NCEA, the students in one focus group who go to School X (private school) wished that they had 

the option of doing either NCEA or Cambridge at their school, depending on students’ ability. The 

students in this focus group seemed to have a fixed mind about how Cambridge International 

Examinations were designed for top achieving students (unlike NCEA). Comments included: 

 
G4: I think they should actually have the choice in both [state and private] schools. So for the 
less bright people they could choose NCEA and for those that want a challenge. I think at our 
school we should have two options. If we don’t get to choose what we want then there’s 
really no point in paying so much to come here. We have to pay to come here so we should 
be able to have our say. 

 
G1: [I want] two options like where some people might do Cambridge and some might do 
NCEA depends on what they want to do. 
G5: Like even public schools such as [School Y (state school)] and [School Z (state school)], 
they get to choose what they want to do. 
G3: But [School Y] is such a top achieving school. 
G1: Also as [School Z].  
G2: So is our school. 

 
 

When asked which assessment system they would prefer if they had a choice, some students’ 

strong belief about the superiority of Cambridge International Examinations was evident in the 

following comments although one student acknowledged that NCEA was not all negative.  
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All: [I would choose] Cambridge. 
G5: All schools would. 
G4: I’d choose anything but NCEA. 
G1: It’s not that bad. 
 

Even the fact that Cambridge does not offer any resit seemed to make students believe that it 

was a superior examination system to NCEA.  

 
G4: There’s no resubmissions in Cambridge so . . . 
G1: So once you get it then it’s done. 
G5: But it’s fair because in real life you only get one chance. 

 
G3: You can’t have a job opportunity and if you . . . 
G5: If you screw it up then you screw it up. 
G3: If you screw it up at your interview they’re not going to go ‘We’re going to give you 
another chance’ every single time. 
G5: It’s a real life situation. 
G3: It kind of like prepares you for real life. 

 
 

Some students’ beliefs about NCEA being easy to pass appear to have come from 

comparisons within their own school. The focus group which involved students whose school 

offered both NCEA and Cambridge indicated that their school was running a two-tiered system 

where teachers were assigning students to one or the other depending on their academic capability. 

Comments included: 

 
F1: If you’re real good you can do it [Cambridge] because Cambridge Japanese is apparently 
just too hard, like it’s really hard. 
F4: Actually some teachers can pick the students who do Cambridge. 
F1: Yes. Only the best students can do it. It’s not really up to you. 

 
F2: People who are really good at Japanese, if they are in a higher class, tend to do 
Cambridge more than NCEA. And those people who have average skills do NCEA so that’s 
like kind of a weird system, I think. 
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(b) NCEA administered only in New Zealand 

Many students seem to have a fixed mind about NCEA being inferior to Cambridge because 

NCEA was a locally designed assessment system for local students. The perception suggests that 

students have no confidence in NCEA. Typical comments were: 

 
F1: NCEA is like school-wide. Isn’t it [Cambridge] like world-wide? 
F4: Yeah. 
F1: It’s pretty massive, like people in Africa do it, everywhere, [even in] China. 

 
C2: In some ways, it [NCEA]’s okay but it’s not really. If it was all over the world then I 
would be okay with it but not really. 
 

 
One student said that NCEA was recognised as long as students stayed in New Zealand. 

While it sounds positive, the student implied that NCEA would not be recognised overseas. The 

comment was:  

 
F3: I think NCEA is good if you’re gonna work or something that’s related to Japanese 
within New Zealand because it’s a qualification within New Zealand pretty much. 

 
 
(c) A lack of competition 

Many students believed that the NCEA assessment system lacked competition. They 

condemned the achievement categories of NCEA (i.e. Achieved, Merit, and Excellence) for failing 

to differentiate students appropriately because this system blurred the ranking of students by 

clustering students with different levels of performance into the same achievement group. Such 

students appeared to have a strong belief that the role of assessment was to compare students and 

rank them according to their ability, and that their assessment results should provide them with 

percentages which allowed them to compare themselves with other students. This negative belief 

about NCEA seemed to have led some students of Japanese to be dissatisfied with its system of 

reporting results. Comments included: 

 
F1: But that’s the problem with NCEA. All you get is an “A”, “M” and “E”, you don’t really 
get like 27%. So “A” could be anywhere from like 50 to like 70. 
F4: The range is too wide. 
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F1: Yeah. If you pass just or you pass by a mile, it’s quite hard to tell. 
F4: Yeah, you can get like 90% and you get Excellence and if you get 100 you get Excellence 
as well. It’s like no difference but it’s like 10%. It’s quite a lot. 

 
B3: You always get lumped into a big group like Merits instead of a percentage mark so you 
don’t actually know who did better. 

 
D4: But the marking system, I’d rather have a percentage . . . Percentages differentiate. It 
shows who’s higher, who’s lower. You get the marks you deserve. 

 

Despite the claim that there were some challenging elements in NCEA Japanese assessments, those 

who appeared to consider themselves “high achievers” reported that NCEA did not suit them 

because of a lack of competition, while acknowledging that NCEA better suited lower-achieving 

students, 

 
G3: I think it [NCEA] just benefits people who are like just trying to achieve but for those 
who are like up [high achievers] – they’re kind of all grouped as excellent so you can’t 
differentiate between who’s smarter and so I don’t really like it. 
 

 
A few students indicated that they did not believe in an assessment system which could help 

all students achieve. 

  
F1: Yeah, like people are too soft, eh? Everyone’s all winners and stuff like there’s not…[no 
such thing]. 

 
G4: I think there’s a reason why the government gave us NCEA because it’s probably just 
easier for most people to get a pass . . . It’s stupid. 
 

 
Some students told of their family members’ experience with the previous assessment 

systems. The students’ comments suggested that their family members also seemed to have a strong 

faith in percentage marks as an accurate indicator of students’ performance. Their family members 

appeared to be unsure about how to interpret NCEA assessment results. Comments included: 

 
D4: My brother sat all School C, Sixth Form Certificate and Bursary. He thinks it was good 
because it was a percentage mark. It’s easier for people to understand as well. So like my 
mum she can’t read my report as easily as she can understand his. Our one’s like five pages 
long full of Achieved, Excellence, yeah, different marks, it doesn’t really show an overall 
outcome of how the child is doing. 
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G5: My mum said that it [School Certificate] was way better because it was in percentages. 
 

 
Cambridge was also seen as a more appropriate assessment, especially for high-achieving 

students because it reports students’ results with percentages and involves an element of 

competition. Typical comments were: 

 
G2: For more higher [sic] achieving students, NCEA is a bit worse than Cambridge  
like the Cambridge is better in some aspects – how you get their scores [in percentages]. 

 
G3: Because there’s only Not achieved, Achieved, Merit, Excellence, it’s not like an honest 
reflection of the students’ ability. It just groups you into groups so you’re not seeing exactly 
where you’re at. Whereas if it’s Cambridge there is a difference between 90% and 95%, but 
in there [NCEA] you can’t get a low merit or a high merit but it’s all merit. 

 
 
 (d) Unfair marking practice 

Unfair marking practice was also reported by many students. They criticised the NCEA’s 

marking system where no “Excellence” was awarded unless “Achieved” questions were answered 

correctly. This seems to have added to students’ dissatisfaction with NCEA. Typical comments 

were: 

 
D4: Certain questions have Excellence marks, Merit marks, and Achieved marks and if you 
get your Excellence marks and you don’t get your Achieved marks you fail. Yeah, but you 
got all the top things right and so it doesn’t acknowledge that you got ability there. 

 
G1: If you get the full mark for Excellence and then if you like get 3 wrong or 4 wrong you 
will also get Excellence and it’s not fair for the other person who got full marks. 

 
G4: If you get all the Excellences and Merits [questions] but not enough Achieveds 
[questions], you get Not Achieved and that’s pretty unfair. 

 
 

An unfair marking practice where the opportunity to resit an internal assessment is involved 

was also reported by a few students. For instance: 

 
D4: I think sometimes it’s unfair as well. In some subjects you can only get reassessed to get 
Achieved mark but in other subjects you can reassess to get Merit or Excellence. If someone 
gets excellence the first time and someone fails and they reassess and they get Excellence it’s 
not fair because the first person got it right the first time.  

 
 

 



  104

(e) Variability of examination difficulty and marking 

Some students’ comments indicated that the difficulty of internal assessments and the way 

they were marked depended on teachers. Such beliefs were unlikely to help students have 

confidence in the NCEA assessment system. Comments included: 

 
F2: I think for internal exam for NCEA there is a huge difference . . . The difficulty of exam 
is depending on who’s writing the exam. In our school, for example like last term Japanese 
exam was written by Mr A, our Japanese teacher, and he used to teach Japanese in university 
I think, and his exams, if he writes the exams the exams get really hard just like last year. 
Yeah, I got a pretty bad mark. 

 
E1: But I hate the fact that it [NCEA result] comes up to the teachers’ liking of you because 
our teacher Mr B, he thinks I’m really lost and so he only, I think he picks on me a little. And 
a good example is the teacher Mr C, he hates our class so he wrote the test and he followed 
specific NCEA ways so that the test was written so that our class would fail. 

 
B2: It depends on the teacher’s interpretation of the marking things cause it says like ‘can do 
this well’ and it depends if the teacher thinks you’ve done it well or not and then different 
teachers have different opinions. 
 

 
(5) Focusing on collecting credits 

Unlike the previous New Zealand assessment systems or Cambridge International 

Examinations, each assessment carries some credits under the system of NCEA. This appears to 

have led some students to believe in the importance of accumulating credits. The analysis identified 

three types of credit collecting behaviour: (a) Effort depending on the value of credits, (b) Trying to 

be liked by their teacher(s), and (c) Aiming for minimum credits. Comments included: 

 
(a) Effort depending on the value of credits 

The credit system seems to be influencing the way some students allocate the effort they put 

into studying for particular assessments.  

 
C2: Well, the teacher would tell you if it’s important [assessment] or not.  
C3: If it’s worth quite a lot of credits I’ll put . . . 
C1: Revise hard. 
C3: Yeah, put heaps of effort into it, but if I thought that test wasn’t very important, yeah… 
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(b) Trying to be liked by their teacher 

One of the students who said that their results of NCEA Japanese could largely depend on 

their teacher claimed that “manipulating” NCEA was a key to doing well in NCEA.  

 
E1: But if you actually understand how to manipulate NCEA you can actually do really well 
but a lot of students don’t know how to manipulate it because it’s just a really new system… 
Basically you get on a teacher’s good side. 
 

 
(c) Aiming for minimum credits  

A minimalist approach was also identified among some students. They suggested that once 

they collected required minimum credits, they did not study to get any more credits. For example: 

 
B3: You don’t have to pass at many things to actually pass the whole lot. You need to get 80 
credits. 
 

 

Washback of NCEA on teachers as perceived by students  
 

This study also identified two types of washback effects on teachers as perceived by 

students, which were described in a neutral way. They were (1) Teachers training students to 

recognise different levels of achievement, and (2) Teachers setting and marking practice tests in 

NCEA style. It should be noted, however, that teachers’ beliefs which might have contributed to 

these behaviours were not identified in students’ focus groups. 

 
(1) Teachers training students to recognise different achievement levels 

There is evidence that the students’ teacher was training them to recognise the types of 

questions (i.e., Achieved, Merit and Excellence questions) in their Japanese class: 

 
C1: Also we did a little listening test where our teacher read out and then he put ten questions 
on the board and he told us which is Excellence questions and which is Merit questions and 
how much we need for an Excellence and how much we need for a Merit and Achieved. And 
we had to answer the questions as well as we could. 
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(2) Teachers setting and marking practice tests in NCEA style 

Some students’ comments revealed that their teachers were trying to assist them by 

administering and marking practice tests and even term examinations in an NCEA style in order to 

help them become accustomed to the style. For example:  

 
G3: They’re practice for NCEA. They’re structured the same so that we can get used to the 
NCEA system. 

 
F1: We just have practice, like mock NCEA ones just like last year’s ones. [We have had] 
about two speeches, [an] essay. 
F4: Actually for mock exams probably the same thing as our term exams, past papers for 
NCEA.  
F1: Oh yeah, we’ve done two exams that are similar to the NCEA set-up and two speeches 
similar to the NCEA ones that we should be asked, so about four. 
 

 

The way practice tests were marked also appeared to follow an NCEA style at some schools. 

 
A1: It was just writing on a familiar topic. 
A2: It said we just had to write an essay. I wrote about 400 kana [Japanese characters] and 
got like a Merit and I was very happy. 
A1: Yeah, I got an Achieved for like I did one big mistake in it and I stuffed an ‘Excellence’. 
It sucked. 

 
 

Discussion 

The first research question asked: What are the washback effects of NCEA on the teaching 

and learning of Japanese, and students’ beliefs that contributed to the washback effects? The 

findings of this study indicated that the students’ overall beliefs about NCEA were mixed. Some 

students were positive about NCEA, but others expressed a strong negative view of the assessment 

system. A few students acknowledged that there were both positive and negative aspects of NCEA.  

The study identified five types of positive washback effects: (1) Focused teaching and 

learning, (2) Self-directed learning, (3) Lower achieving students becoming more confident, (4) 

Student motivation, and (5) Satisfaction with NCEA Japanese. All these washback effects were 

mediated by positive beliefs about NCEA held by students of Japanese. For example, students 
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reported that NCEA was helping them focus on their learning because NCEA provided them with 

clear goals to achieve and was helping them identify their weaknesses while recognising their 

strengths, as found by researchers such as Alison (2005) and Stewart et al., (2007). NCEA was 

reported to be helping students of Japanese in this study focus on their learning because they 

regarded having subject knowledge assessed in a fragmented way as positive, in contrast with the 

findings in some NCEA studies (e.g., Meyer et al., 2006). Because many students regarded having 

assessments spread throughout the year as an opportunity to receive regular feedback on their 

performance, they seemed to be taking control over their own learning by pacing their study, and 

evaluating their own work against the pre-described achievement criteria. This supports the findings 

of studies such as ERO (2004), Hipkins, Vaughan et al., (2005), NZQA (2006) and Stewart et al. 

(2007) which reported that students were taking more responsibility for their own learning. NCEA 

seemed to be helping lower achieving students feel confident as students believed that it was giving 

them more opportunities to achieve. This has frequently been identified in other NCEA studies 

(e.g., Hipkins et al., 2004; Meyer et al. (2006), NZQA, (2006), Stewart et al., 2007). 

Some students in this study reported that NCEA was motivating. Having a series of 

assessments throughout the year was believed to be encouraging students to study and collect 

credits all year round, which supported the findings of the studies by ERO (2004), Hipkins, 

Vaughan et al., (2005) and NZQA (2006). These fragmented assessments appeared to be motivating 

some students to study each language skill in order to do well in each assessment. Some students 

were motivated to achieve as well as they could in NCEA Japanese assessments as they were taking 

the assessment results seriously, recognising them as a pathway to further study or a future career, 

as found by NZQA (2006). There was evidence to suggest that NCEA’s achievement categories 

were motivating students to aim for Excellences, which was also identified in Hipkins et al., (2004).  

The only type of washback that could be described as language-specific was Satisfaction 

with NCEA Japanese. NCEA was reported to be working for the subject of Japanese as internal 

assessments were seen as a necessary part of testing in the subject because speaking components 
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(i.e., “Speech” and “Conversation”) could only be assessed individually. A few students also 

considered internal assessments as suitable for the subject because they could develop language 

skills more efficiently when a series of assessments mimicked language learning. 

Five types of negative washback effects of NCEA identified were: (1) Confusion, (2) 

Student anxiety, (3) Demotivation, (4) Dissatisfaction with NCEA, and (5) Focusing on collecting 

credits. These negative washback effects were mediated by students’ negative beliefs about NCEA. 

None of the negative washback was language-specific. Students’ sense of confusion and anxiety 

seem to be mainly products of beliefs that achievement criteria were vague and that there was a lack 

of accurate information on the NCEA system. This supported the findings by NZQA (2006) and 

Meyer et al. (2006). One international student in this study stated that he was confused because he 

had difficulty in understanding examination instructions. He appeared to lack confidence in his 

English and it may be an issue specific to students who have English as an additional language. 

Anxiety caused by uncertainty of the status of NCEA and the influence of negative media reports 

found in NZQA (2006) were also identified in this study. 

NCEA seems to have been regarded as demotivating by many students. They believed that 

NCEA Japanese assessments were so easy that they were not encouraging students to study hard to 

pass assessments although a few students acknowledged that it was not necessarily easy to receive 

Excellence. This concept of NCEA being too easy to motivate students, especially high achieving 

students has been found in other NCEA studies (Hipkins et al., 2004; Meyer et al., 2006). The 

opportunity to resit an assessment seems to be a factor which discouraged some students from 

studying hard as they understood they could have a second chance to pass the assessment after 

initial failure. Similarly, NZQA (2006) identified students feeling demotivated to study hard to do 

well in an assessment on their first attempt. The current study identified some students who 

understood that they would not have to study after they gained the minimum credits required, which 

supports a similar finding in NZQA (2006). While there was evidence that some students were 

motivated to achieve to the best of their ability under the system of NCEA, other students argued 
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that it was helping only low achieving students. Students who appeared to consider themselves 

high-achievers acknowledged that NCEA was promoting low achieving students’ confidence, but 

they claimed that NCEA was “dumbing” themselves down. They seemed to want to know how they 

were doing in relation to other students and to believe strongly in the importance of ranking. This 

suggests that NCEA may not be functioning as assessment of learning for those who consider 

themselves high achievers.  

Students’ dissatisfaction with NCEA appeared to stem from various negative beliefs. For 

instance, because NCEA is administered only in New Zealand students believed that NCEA was 

inferior to other assessment systems. The assumption that NCEA was an easier assessment to pass 

than other alternative assessment systems also seems to have led students to think that it was 

inferior to these alternatives. This false belief of NCEA appears to be widely held by students and 

even some adults around them. It is a concern especially when a school apparently had a two-tier 

system where Cambridge International Examinations were assigned to higher achieving students 

and NCEA assessments were assigned to lower achieving students. This is likely to send a message 

to students that NCEA is considered to be a second-class assessment.  

Students’ dissatisfaction with NCEA seems to have been brought about by their belief that 

the assessment system lacked an element of competition. This belief was commonly found in other 

NCEA studies such as NZQA (2006), which identified students who preferred to receive percentage 

marks, believing the achievement standard grades did not differentiate students appropriately. 

NCEA did not seem to be accepted as assessment of learning by those students with a performance-

goal orientation, who believed the role of assessment was to measure students’ ability by ranking 

them. This probably suggests the difficulty of NCEA to function as both assessment for learning 

and assessment of learning unless such students change their beliefs. Some students were 

dissatisfied with NCEA because they believed that the system of reporting results was unfair and 

the quality of internal assessments and marking practice could vary. This negative belief was also 

found in other studies (Hipkins et al., 2004; Lewis, 2005; Meyer et al., 2006; NZQA, 2006).  
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 Credit collecting behaviour was described by students in a neutral manner, but it can 

arguably be interpreted as negative in this study because the students’ main concern was not with 

learning itself, but rather with accumulating the credits required with as little effort as possible. This 

sort of behaviour was commonly described in other studies such as those by Meyer et al., (2006), 

NZQA (2006) and Stewart et al., (2007). 

 The study identified washback effects on teachers as perceived by students. They were      

(1) Teachers training students to recognise different achievement levels, and (2) Teachers setting 

and marking practice tests in NCEA style. Students of Japanese described in a neutral manner how 

their teachers were teaching to NCEA. The comments provided by students support the claim by 

researchers such as Buck (1988), Chapman and Snyder (2000), and Madaus (1988) that teachers 

tended to tailor their teaching activities to match the demands of the test. An assessment-driven 

classroom was also described in studies such as Alison (2005), Meyer et al., (2006) and Stewart et 

al., (2007). 

As discussed above, the majority of washback effects on the subject of Japanese, whether 

they were positive or negative, were not Japanese language specific as they were also identified by 

other studies which investigated the impact of NCEA on subjects other than Japanese. This suggests 

the universal nature of washback of NCEA across different subjects. The subsequent study for the 

current research further investigated whether washback of NCEA could indeed be generalised 

across various subjects. 

The second research question was: To what extent can positive washback intended by the 

Ministry of Education and NZQA be identified? NCEA was implemented in an attempt to promote 

positive student learning outcomes. Some of the intended washback effects anticipated at school 

level by the Ministry of Education and NZQA were:  

 

• [Motivation] To motivate students of all abilities to strive for higher levels of achievement 

(Fancy, 2001; NZQA, 2001). 

 



  111

 

• [Focused teaching and learning] To provide students with clear focus on achievable 

standards as goals (Fancy, 2001; NZQA, 2001). 

 

• [Self-directed learning] To improve student engagement in learning, to help them make 

informed choices about their own study, and to become more independent as learners 

generally (Ministry of Education, 1999). 

 

• [Helping students learn] To meet the different learning needs of all students, not only those 

who were high achievers, but also lower achieving students (Ministry of Education, 1999). 

 

• [Promoting fairness] To give a fairer picture of a student’s achievement by using standards 

rather than involving scaling (NZQA, 2001). 

 

This study argues that the majority of the intended positive washback effects listed above 

were found among students of Japanese. This suggested that NCEA, by promoting at least some 

aspects of students’ learning, was generally functioning as intended. The only intended washback 

effect that was not identified in this study was “promoting fairness”. Many students expressed a 

negative view of the system of reporting results. They saw it as unfair and lacking competition 

because they could not see how they were doing in comparison with their peers, believing they were 

being clustered together with lower achieving students. The use of standards means that students’ 

performance is not interpreted in relation to other students, thus no competition is in fact intended. 

Students’ understanding of what was fair seemed to be different from what was considered fair by 

policy makers. This indicates that intended positive washback can be blocked by negative beliefs 

held by students. Therefore, it can be argued that the power of beliefs must not be underestimated 
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and that conceptual changes must occur if educational reform through assessment change is to 

succeed.  

The third research question asked: To what extent are washback effects of NCEA on 

teaching and learning identified in Studies One and Two similar or different? Teachers and students 

alike reported that NCEA was assisting students’ learning by helping them: identify their strengths 

and weaknesses; evaluate their own work; organise and become more responsible for their study; 

and by motivating them to study throughout the year. Both teachers and students claimed that 

NCEA was helpful especially for lower achieving students who were becoming more confident in 

their ability to succeed at school. The teachers and students also claimed that NCEA was working 

well for Japanese, but for different reasons. The teachers stated that NCEA Japanese assessments 

were encouraging a more communicative approach to language teaching. They also reported that 

the scaling system in the previous assessment systems disadvantaged language students and that 

NCEA was fairer as their students could earn what they achieved regardless of other students’ 

performance. The students spoke of the necessity of having their speaking ability in Japanese 

assessed internally and of how fragmented NCEA assessments were mimicking the way language 

should be learnt. 

 Negative washback effects which were identified among both teachers and students of 

Japanese were a sense of confusion and students’ anxiety. This suggested that the implementation 

of NCEA certainly did not go smoothly for either teachers or students of Japanese and it left them 

feeling confused about various aspects of their teaching and learning such as the moderation process 

and interpreting achievement criteria. A lack of information on the system and the status of NCEA 

seemed to be a common cause of students’ sense of anxiety. Neutral washback was evident in both 

Studies One and Two, concerning teachers’ efforts to align their teaching to NCEA by training 

students to recognise achievement levels and setting and marking student work in NCEA style. 

On the other hand, this study identified washback effects which were not shared by both 

teachers and students of Japanese. The washback effects which teachers of Japanese saw as 
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negative, but which were not supported by students of Japanese were related to the number of 

internal assessments and the teaching of English in Japanese classes. The majority of the teachers of 

Japanese saw a series of assessments throughout the year as a burden for both teachers and students. 

Most students, however, saw a number of assessments spaced out as positive because they 

perceived this helped them focus on their learning, made their study more manageable, and 

motivated them to study throughout the year. While the majority of the teachers in Study One were 

concerned that a high level of English literacy was required for students to do well in NCEA 

Japanese assessments, this issue was hardly brought up in the student focus groups despite the fact 

that more than half of the participants were non-native speakers of English. The reason is not 

known, but it can be speculated that only students who felt confident in their English ability might 

have volunteered to take part in this study and as a result, the voices of students who might be 

struggling with English might not have been heard. Thus, care needs to be taken in interpreting this 

difference between teachers and students. 

The washback effects which the students saw as negative, but which were not supported by 

the teachers were student demotivation and dissatisfaction with NCEA. Some students saw NCEA 

as failing to motivate them because they believed it was so easy to pass that they did not have to 

study hard, especially with an opportunity to resit an assessment. The teachers, however, saw 

NCEA Japanese assessments as motivating to students because they were more achievable 

compared to those in the previous assessment systems. Regarding their level of satisfaction with 

NCEA, the difference was striking between teachers and students of Japanese. While the teachers in 

Study One seemed to recognise potential benefits of NCEA for students of all abilities (i.e., higher-

achieving students as well as lower-achieving), many students in this study believed otherwise. The 

majority of teachers in Study One were supportive of the locally designed NCEA for local students. 

They seemed to regard NCEA as assessment for learning as well as assessment of learning, and to 

be convinced that NCEA was a way forward as none of them wished to return to the previous 

system or to use alternative assessments. However, many students of Japanese were a great deal 
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more critical of the NCEA system, implying it was not assessment of learning and expressed their 

desire to go back to the previous assessment system or opt for Cambridge International 

Examinations. These different views probably suggest that unlike the teachers, despite the short 

advertising campaign by NZQA (2001), the majority of students of Japanese had not changed their 

beliefs about the role of assessment being to rank students according to their ability, which has led 

them to show a strong resistance towards NCEA assessments. 

The credit collecting behaviour that was identified among students was not brought up in the 

teacher focus groups. This may simply mean that teachers had not noticed such behaviour among 

their students, although teachers would be likely to disagree with the claim that their judgment of 

students’ performance was influenced by their liking of the students.  

 

Conclusions to Study Two 
 

The findings of this study suggest that it is possible to promote positive washback effects 

through assessment change. The majority of the intended positive washback effects of NCEA were 

identified among students of Japanese. It should be kept in mind, however that unintended negative 

washback effects were also evident in the process of implementing the new assessment system. The 

washback effects identified were clearly mediated by the beliefs held by students of Japanese. As 

was the case in Study One, this study supports the claim that assessment can be a powerful lever for 

change. The study identified washback effects that could be considered as either positive or 

negative depending on individuals’ beliefs. This further confirms the power of beliefs and lends 

support to the finding in Study One that categorising washback may not be straightforward. It can 

be suggested that identifying beliefs held by teachers and students must be an inevitable part of 

washback research. 

 While there were washback effects commonly identified among teachers and students of 

Japanese, the nature of washback effects was not necessarily the same when those identified in 

Studies One and Two were compared. There was a tendency that more negative washback was 
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coming through for students of Japanese than for teachers of Japanese. This difference may indicate 

that different degrees of perceptional changes occurred among teachers and students of Japanese. 

The students of Japanese did not seem to have adjusted their beliefs about the role of assessment as 

well as the teachers of Japanese. This suggests that beliefs of both teachers and students need to be 

investigated in order to get a full picture of how assessment is influencing their teaching or learning.  

The findings of Studies One and Two were used as a baseline for constructing questionnaire 

items for Study Three. It involved teachers and students of Japanese, French, History and 

Mathematics to investigate the extent to which washback of NCEA on teachers and students could 

be generalised across various school, teacher and student factors. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

STUDY 3: THE ROLE OF CONTEXTUAL FACTORS AND BELIEFS IN THE PROCESS OF 

WASHBACK: TEACHERS AND STUDENTS OF JAPANESE, FRENCH, HISTORY, AND 

MATHEMATICS 

 
The purpose of Study Three was to explore the role that teachers’ and students’ contextual 

factors and beliefs held by them might play in the process of washback. The contextual factors 

included: subject, decile, gender, length of teaching career (teachers only), achievement expected 

(students only), and first language (students only). It was predicted that these contextual factors 

might influence both washback of NCEA and beliefs held by teachers and students. The types of 

beliefs investigated were beliefs about: assessment (i.e., NCEA), teaching, learning, and teacher 

efficacy (teachers only). It was assumed that these types of beliefs might influence washback of 

NCEA. Thus, the research questions were: (1) To what extent are washback effects of NCEA and 

beliefs held by teachers and students mediated by teacher and student contextual factors?, and (2) 

To what extent are washback effects of NCEA mediated by the beliefs held by teachers and 

students?  

Method 

Participating schools 

In order to carry out the final study, approvals were obtained from the University of 

Auckland Human Subjects Ethics Committee (refs 2004/463). Participants were teachers of each of 

four subjects (i.e., Japanese, French, History, and Mathematics) and the Year 12 or 13 students who 

were in one of the classes taught by each participating teacher. This study excluded Year 11 

students as they did not have enough first hand experience with NCEA (i.e., approximately 2-3 

months) at the time of data collection. Questionnaires were sent to 195 secondary schools 

throughout the country where Japanese was taught at senior level. History and Mathematics were 
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both taught at those schools. Of the 195 schools, there were 175 schools that offered French. 

Eighty-one schools responded. The response rate was 42%, which is an acceptable response rate for 

mail surveys without any reminder or monetary incentive (Garland & Tweed, 1998).  

The participating schools reflected a range of school types (e.g. area, gender, decile bands). 

For this study, the country was roughly divided into three areas: North of Taupo, South of Taupo 

including Taupo, and South Island. Of the 81 secondary schools, 37 were situated North of Taupo 

while 22 were in South of Taupo, and another 22 secondary schools were in the South Island. This 

provided a representative spread across the country considering that more secondary schools are 

located north of Taupo than in any other area of the country.  

Of the 81 schools, 64 (79%) were state schools, 12 (14.8%) were integrated and 5 (6.2%) 

were private. The majority of schools (53 schools) were co-educational (65.4%). There were 12 

single sex boys’ schools (14.8%) and 16 single sex girls’ schools (19.8%). Concerning decile, it 

should be noted that there were only seven schools with low decile rating (i.e., 1-3) involved in this 

study. This was not considered surprising because not many low decile (1-3) schools offered 

Japanese. In order to make two groups of roughly similar sizes, the seven decile 1-3 schools were 

included with the decile 4-7 schools to form a lower-middle decile school grouping. For the purpose 

of reporting, this study defined schools with a decile from 1 to 7 as Lower Decile Schools, and 

those with a decile from 8 to 10 or independent schools as Higher Decile Schools. Over half of the 

schools (47 schools: 58%) were Lower Decile Schools, while 34 schools (42%) were Higher Decile 

Schools. A summary of the secondary schools that participated in this study is shown in Table 6 

below. The table also includes the national profile based on the Schools database provided by the 

Ministry of Education. It can be seen that the profile of the participating schools maps similarly to 

the national profile. 
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Table 6                                                                                                                                                

Secondary Schools that Participated in Study Three 

  Participating Schools 
(n=81) 

 

National  
(n=330) 

Area:  
North of Taupo 
South of Taupo 
South Island 

 
37 (46%) 
22 (27%) 
22 (27%) 

 

 
146 (43%) 
98 (31%) 
86 (26%) 

Type: 
State 
Integrated 
Private 

 
64 (79%) 
12 (15%) 

5 (6%) 
 

 
248 (75%) 
68 (21%) 
14 (4%) 

Gender: 
Co-educational 
Single sex (Boys) 
Single sex (Girls) 

 
53 (65%) 
12 (15%) 
16 (20%) 

 

 
233 (71%) 
44 (13%) 
53 (16%) 

Decile: 
Lower (1-7) 
Higher (8-10/Independent) 

 
47 (58%) 
34 (42%) 

 

 
229 (69%) 
101 (31%) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Participating teachers and students 
 

The response rates for the four subjects for the questionnaires are as follows: Japanese 

(25%), French (17%), History (21 %), and Mathematics (20%). These response rates were low, but 

they were expected. The aim of sampling was to get at least 30 teachers in each subject area. Many 

teachers were exposed to on-going campaigns to reduce teacher workload under the NCEA system, 

therefore, the researcher oversampled to achieve the minimum number. Table 7 shows the 

information concerning participating teachers and students. 
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Table 7                                                                                                                                                  

Teachers and Students who Participated in Study Three 

Contextual Factor Teachers (n=161) Students (n=845) 
 

Subject: 
Japanese 
French 
History 
Mathematics 
 

 
49 (31 %) 
30 (17 %) 
41 (26 %) 
41 (26 %) 

 
240 (28%) 
140 (17%) 
231 (27%) 
234 (28%) 

Decile: 
Lower (1-7) 
Higher (8-10/Independent) 
 

 
84 (52%) 
77 (48%) 

 
436 (52%) 
409 (48%) 

Gender: 
Male 
Female 
Missing 
 

 
61 (38%) 
94 (58%) 

6 (4%) 

 
340 (40%) 
482 (57%) 

23 (3%) 

Teaching Career: 
Up to 12 yrs 
13 yrs and over 
Missing  
 

 
74 (46%) 
79 (49%) 

8 (5%) 

 
--- 

Achievement 
Expected: 
Excellence 
Merit 
Achieved 
Not Achieved  
Missing 
 
 

 
--- 

 
 

205 (24%) 
341 (41%) 
210 (25%) 

5 (1%) 
84 (10%) 

First Language:    
Confucian 
English 
Others 
 

 
12 (8%) 

139 (86%) 
10 (6%) 

 
103 (12%) 
680 (81%) 

62 (7%) 

 

The percentages shown are out of the total number of the participating teachers or students. 

A total of 161 teachers and 845 students responded with completed questionnaires. The number of 

participants was well spread across the four subjects (Teachers: Japanese, 49 (31 %); French, 30 (17 

%); History, 41 (26 %); and Mathematics, 41 (26 %). For Students: Japanese, 240 (28%); French, 

140 (17%); History, 231 (27%); and Mathematics, 234 (28%). The participating teachers and 

students were nearly equally divided into the Lower and Higher Decile groups (Lower: 52% and 

Higher: 48% for both teachers and students). Nearly 60% of teachers and students were female 
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(Teachers: 58%; Students: 57%), while 38% of teachers and 40% of students were male. There 

were some missing cases for gender (Teachers: 4%; Students: 3%). For the purpose of this study, 

the participating teachers were divided into two groups under ‘Teaching Career’ so that each group 

would have a similar number of teachers. Thus, the cut-off point was set at 12 years teaching 

experience. Forty-six percent of teachers had 12 years of teaching experience, and 49% of teachers 

had 13 or more years of teaching experience. There were 8 missing cases (5%) in ‘Teaching 

Career’.  

Regarding students’ Achievement Expected, nearly half of them (40%) reported that they 

thought they would achieve Merit, while 25% indicated Achieved and 24%  Excellence as their 

expected achievement, and 1% indicated Not Achieved. There were 84 missing cases (10%) in 

Achievement Expected. Under First Language, the participants were divided into three groups: 

Confucian, English, and Others. Japanese, Chinese, Cantonese, Taiwanese, and Koreans were 

defined in this study as Confucian languages because they are used as a means of daily 

communication in the countries where Confucian teachings are part of daily life. The majority of 

the participating teachers reported English as their first language (86%) and only 8% reported a 

Confucian language as their first language. There was no analysis involving data on First Language 

for teachers because of the very small sample size of teachers for whom a Confucian language was 

their first. Regarding students, 12% of them reported a Confucian language as their first, while 81% 

of them reported English as their first language.  

 

Instruments 
 

Teacher and Student Questionnaires (see Appendices 1 and 2) were designed to collect 

information on the relevant participants’ factors and to identify the nature of washback and various 

types of beliefs held by teachers and students. For teachers, information on the name of school, 

gender, the number of years teaching their subject, and their first language was collected, while for 

students, information on the name of school, gender, their first language, and achievement expected, 
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was collected. Based on the name of the school, school decile was identified from the Ministry of 

Education Schools database.  

The Teacher and Student Questionnaires included five constructs in common: Washback of 

NCEA, Conceptions of NCEA (Parts 1 and 2), Conceptions of Teaching, and Conceptions of 

Learning. Questionnaire items were drawn from several sources. Items were developed to 

investigate Washback of NCEA, drawing on the review of studies of NCEA and the researcher’s 

studies discussed in the two previous chapters. In an attempt to tap into teaching practice, 

professional communication, and teacher workload under this construct, the Teacher Questionnaire 

included some extra items which were not relevant to students. Items belonging to Conceptions of 

NCEA (Part 1) were derived from Brown’s research (2002, 2006) which investigated teacher and 

student conceptions of assessment in general. Items for Conceptions of NCEA (Part 2) were 

developed from the results of the researcher’s previous two studies. In order to investigate 

Conceptions of Teaching, items used by Gao and Watkins (2002) who investigated conceptions of 

teaching were modified. Items for Conceptions of Learning were derived from the Conceptions of 

Learning Inventory used in Purdie and Hattie’s research (2002). The Teacher Questionnaire 

included a further construct (i.e., Teacher Efficacy) which contained items to investigate teachers’ 

beliefs about their own ability to influence student learning. Items for Teacher Efficacy were 

derived from the Teachers’ Sense of Efficacy Scale used by Tschannen-Moran et al., (1998). 

To minimize the number of questionnaire items, the factors in all constructs were limited to 

three items each. The criteria for selecting the three items were based on high loadings in factor 

analyses reported in the studies carried out by other researchers, and/or based on the uniqueness of 

statements. The factor loadings were available for Conceptions of NCEA (Part 1), Conceptions of 

Teaching, Conceptions of Learning, and Teacher Efficacy. Regarding Washback of NCEA and 

Conceptions of NCEA (Part 2), items had to be developed based on the results of the researcher’s 

two previous studies, thus there were no factor loadings available. In some cases, however, a factor 

included more than three items in order to include unique aspects or to allow participants to give 
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different responses to matching items which concerned internal or external assessments. In total, 

116 items were included in the Teacher Questionnaire, and 101 items in the Student Questionnaire. 

The majority of the Teacher and Student Questionnaire items were identical. Slight changes in 

wording were required, however, for some items to suit teachers’ or students’ circumstances (e.g. 

teaching or learning). The appropriate subject name appeared in all questionnaires. 

The questionnaire items were presented with a positively-packed scale of 1 to 6 (i.e., 1 = 

Strongly disagree, 2 = Tend to disagree, 3 = Slightly agree, 4 = Somewhat agree, 5 = Usually agree, 

6 = Strongly agree). A positively-packed scale is a skewed response format with more response 

options on the positive end of the continuum (Brown, 2008). Brown (2008) pointed out the 

superiority of such a response format over that with balanced options (i.e., the same number of 

options for positive and negative orientations), arguing that an agreement rating scale with four 

shades of positive orientations and two negative could provide more variance than that with a 

balanced one if participants were likely to agree with constructs being measured, as in research into 

conceptions.  

Before data were collected for Study 3, both teacher and student questionnaires were piloted 

with secondary school teachers who were teaching at the time or academic researchers who used to 

teach at secondary school and with secondary students. Ten teachers/researchers, five students, and 

one lay adult were involved in the pilot study. The teachers’ specialized subjects were: Japanese, 

French, Social studies, Mathematics, English, and English as an additional language (EAL). The 

English and EAL teachers were included in an attempt to identify potentially confusing wording for 

students for whom English was not their first language. One lay adult also helped ensure that the 

questionnaire was clearly presented and that clarity of the wording assisted ease of reading. Five 

Year 11 students were involved in the pilot study to ensure the wording was appropriate for 15 year 

olds. The design of the questionnaire and some questionnaire items were then modified based on the 

feedback given by the participants in the pilot study.  
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Data analyses 
 

In order to identify the underlying structure for the items for both teacher and student 

questionnaires, a series of exploratory maximum likelihood factor analyses with oblimin rotation 

was conducted. For a statement to be retained, it had to have an eigenvalue > 1.00, and a loading 

>.30, although items close to .30 which added different content to the factor were also retained. 

Furthermore, in order to allow the researcher to compare responses of teachers with those of 

students in subsequent analyses, only items that indicated similar fits in both teacher and student 

questionnaires were retained. It was noted that the ratio of items to people was 116 items to 161 

teachers, and 101 items to 845 students. For the teachers and students, the factor analyses were 

performed on small subsets of items. The subsets were formed by grouping conceptually 

meaningful sets of items. Further, the pattern of item loadings across teachers and students was 

investigated for similarity. 

Multiple regressions were carried out to explore how certain types of beliefs held by 

teachers and students contributed to various washback effects of NCEA. The significance level was 

set at p < .01 as a guideline in the regression analyses. To investigate how washback effects and 

beliefs held by teachers and students varied depending on various factors, a series of analyses of 

variance (ANOVAs) were also conducted where there was only one dependent variable (i.e., for 

Conceptions of Learning). A series of multivariate analyses of variance (MANOVAs) were 

conducted for the rest of the factors. The significance level was set at p < .01 because of the large 

number of significance tests in the ANOVAs and MANOVAs carried out. Where there was a 

statistically significant difference, a post hoc Scheffé test was used to identify where the difference 

lay. The significance level for Scheffé tests was also set at p < .01. When there was a significant 

difference among both teachers and students for the same factor, the significance level of p < .05 

was also accepted. All these analyses were performed using SPSS 14.0 (2005). Effect sizes were 

also calculated by subtracting the smallest mean of one group from the largest mean of another 

group and then dividing by the pooled standard deviation of both groups, in order to indicate the 

 



  124

magnitude of differences. In the field of education, an effect size of .20 is considered small, .40 

medium, and .60 and over large (Hattie, 2009).  

 

Results 
 

Factor analyses 
 

A series of factor analyses led to the identification of 15 factors in total for teachers and 13 

for students. There were 84 items for teachers and 69 items for students. Tables 8-13 show all the 

factors and statements. The statements in the tables are taken from the Teacher Questionnaire. It 

should be noted that a questionnaire item beginning with an asterisk was preceded by “NCEA 

Japanese/French/History/Mathematics assessments” as appropriate. In the tables, the word “subject” 

in square brackets indicates that the appropriate subject name appeared on the questionnaire. 

 

Washback of NCEA 

The first set of items relates to the potential washback effects of NCEA as reported by 

participating teachers and students (Table 8). Five factors could be identified across the four 

subjects in both Teacher and Student Questionnaires.  The first factor referred to Assisting Teaching 

& Learning as the items concerned four types of positive washback effects of NCEA identified in 

the previous two studies by the author and/or discussed in previous NCEA studies (i.e., focused 

teaching & learning, student motivation, self-directed learning, and increased teacher collaboration). 

The last could be described as an unintended positive washback effect, while the rest could be 

described as intended positive washback effects (Teacher: α = .90; Student: α = .82). The second 

factor included items which referred to a heavy emphasis on tests and an increase in workload for 

both teachers and students and was termed Test Overload (Teacher: α = .86; Student: α = .66). The 

third factor referred to Demotivation effects of NCEA (Teacher: α = .70; Student: α = .59). Items 

referred to causes that led students to feel demotivated such as a lack of discrimination in marking 
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and NCEA’s not being challenging enough. The fourth factor was termed Confusion (Teacher: α = 

.75; Student: α = .69) as the items were related to difficulties in interpreting the marking criteria and 

a lack of information on NCEA. The second, third, and fourth factors were clearly negative 

washback effects of NCEA. The fifth factor concerned preparation for NCEA assessments and was 

termed Focusing on Test Preparation (Teacher: α = .55; Student: α = .58). Items were associated 

with teachers’ assisting students to master the NCEA tests and students’ trying to be test wise. It can 

be argued that the fifth factor was washback of NCEA that could be interpreted as either positive or 

negative. Estimates of reliability for each of these factors were sufficiently high to provide 

confidence in using a total score for each of these factors. For teachers, the intercorrelations among 

these five factors ranged from a minimum of r = -.43 to a maximum of r = .39. Therefore, it can be 

argued that the five factors were largely independent of each other. For students, the 

intercorrelations among the five factors ranged from a minimum of r = -.43 to a maximum of            

r = .17. Again, these factors were also arguably independent of each other. 
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Table 8                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     

Five Factors and Correlations Relating to Washback of NCEA 

  Factor (For Teachers) Factor (For Students) 

Factor 
 

Statement 1 
 

2 
 

3 
 

4 
 

5 
 

1 
 

2 
 

3 
 

4 
 

5 
 

Factor 1: Assisting Teaching & Learning           

 *help close gaps between students’ current level 
and the desired level of achievement .78 .02 -.02 .03 -.05 .48 -.04 -.12 .04 -.15 

 *encourage to take charge of students’ own 
learning  .74 -.08 -.01 .04 .10 .46 -.06 -.22 -.11 -.09 

 *offer clear learning goals .72 -.03 -.01 .07 .15 .45 -.07 .03 -.03 -.06 

 *help identify students’ needs  .69 .07 -.03 -.20 .06 .53 .02 -.05 -.03 -.12 

 *give opportunities to evaluate students’ own 
learning .64 .05 -.13 -.15 .14 .54 .00 .02 -.05 -.06 

 *promote students’ awareness of their own 
learning process .63 .07 -.21 -.16 .09 .45 -.04 -.10 .05 -.17 

 *facilitate productive professional interactions 
with other subject teachers in school .63 -.14 .17 .08 -.19 

--- --- --- --- ---

 *encourage meaningful professional discussions 
with other teachers of Japanese .55 -.02 -.05 -.13 -.05 

--- --- --- --- ---

 *challenge students of all abilities .42 -.11 -.39 .05 .11 .44 .03 -.20 .01 .04 

 
The results of NCEA internal assessments give 
students a clear picture of what they need to do to 
improve .33 -.07 -.39 -.10 .17 .66 .03 .09 -.09 -.03 

 *motivate to aim for high levels of achievement .30 .00 -.58 .00 .04 .50 -.06 -.31 .09 .06 

 
The results of NCEA external assessments give 
students a clear picture of what they need to do to 
improve .27 .15 -.20 -.13 -.04 .62 .03 .14 -.06 .08 

Factor 2: Test Overload           

 *give me too much administrative work -.01 .79 .18 -.07 -.07 --- --- --- --- ---
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 *take up too much of my teaching time -.09 .79 .17 -.01 -.02 -.02 .50 .20 .01 .02 

 Internal assessments increase my workload 
unreasonably  

-.06 .73 .11 .06 -.08 --- --- --- --- ---

 *take up too much student learning time -.01 .65 .01 .05 .03 .06 .83 .00 .02 .05 

 *give students too heavy a workload .03 .54 -.16 .05 .09 .01 .57 -.23 .12 -.07 

 Resits of [subject] internal assessments create a 
lot of extra work for me -.01 .53 .08 .18 .02 

--- --- --- --- ---

 A lack of supporting teaching materials gives me 
a heavy workload .02 .33 -.07 .37 .02 

--- --- --- --- ---

Factor 3: Demotivation           

 Some students are demotivated as they feel no 
need to study hard -.08 .14 .67 .03 .27 -.06 -.01 .48 .26 -.04 

 The standard for NCEA is set too low for high-
achieving students to feel motivated .11 .10 .63 .02 -.06 .01 -.04 .51 

--
.18 .01 

 *allow  students to be lazy -.04 .06 .60 .01 .12 -.22 .17 .51 -.11 -.11 

Factor 4: Confusion           

 A lack of information on NCEA is confusing me  .00 -.06 .02 .74 -.08 -.04 .03 .01 .62 -.06 

 Constant changes have confused me -.04 .19 -.13 .66 .06 -.01 .05 .12 .51 -.04 

 Confusing to interpret the marking criteria for 
[subject] internal assessments  -.18 .07 -.03 .59 -.03 .00 .01 -.02 .59 .12 

 Detailed instructions in NCEA assessments are 
confusing .06 .07 .15 .50 .11 -.05 .08 .06 .56 -.01 

Factor 5: Focusing on Test Preparation           

 *affect the way I design classroom activities  .05 .03 -.01 .04 .52 .02 -.01 .01 .03 -.62 

 The NCEA system encourages me to concentrate 
on teaching what is assessed .03 -.02 .13 .12 .60 -.03 .05 -.04 .04 -.54 

 Students have many practice tests for NCEA 
assessments  -.07 .02 .06 -.04 .35 .05 -.01 .02 -.14 -.47 

 I encourage students to analyse their own work to 
see if they have satisfied the criteria .08 -.05 -.10 -.07 .44 .14 -.05 .10 .04 -.31 
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Factor Correlation Matrix 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

1. Assisting Teaching & Learning 1.00     1.00     

2. Test Overload -.19 1.00    -.24 1.00    

3. Demotivation -.43 .19 1.00   -.34 .11 1.00   

4. Confusion -.29 .39 .29 1.00  -.17 .29 -.14 1.00  

5. Focusing on Test Preparation .11 .18 -.04 .02 1.00 -.43 .01 -.06 -.01 1.00 
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Conceptions of NCEA (Part 1) 

There were three factors in the set of items concerning conceptions of NCEA (see Table 9). 

The first factor was termed Fulfilling Its Aims (Teacher: α = .93; Student: α = .86) as the items 

were related to assessment for learning as well as of learning, and assessment for schools’ 

accountability. The second factor referred to the validity of external assessments and was termed 

External Validity (Teacher: α = .86; Student: α = .75). The items were all associated with external 

assessments’ being trustworthy and useful. The first and second factors could be described as 

positive beliefs about NCEA. The third factor was termed Bad & Ignore (Teacher: α = .82; Student: 

α = .69) as it consisted of items which concerned negative aspects of NCEA such as results not 

being taken seriously, NCEA getting in the way of teaching, and NCEA not being fair and accurate. 

Estimates of reliability for each of these factors were sufficiently high to provide confidence in 

using a total score for each of these factors. The third factor was clearly a negative washback effect 

of NCEA.  The intercorrelations between factors indicate that these can be treated as independent 

measures, each adding sufficient unique information. 

 
Table 9                                                                                                                                                        

Three Factors and Correlations Relating to the Conceptions of NCEA (Part 1) 

  
Factor (For Teachers) 

 
Factor (For Students) 

 
Factor 

 
Statement 

 
1 
 

2 
 

3 
 

1 
 

2 
 

3 
 

Factor 1: Fulfilling Its Aims 
       

 
*help my students improve their learning 
 .80 .06 -.07 .75 -.08 -.11 

 
*are accurately testing my students’ skills or 
knowledge .78 .01 -.05 .72 -.18 -.08 

 

The results of NCEA [subject] internal 
assessments provide valuable feedback to 
students  .74 -.10 -.03 .44 -.12 .19 

 
*are successfully measuring my students’ ability 
in [subject] .69 .10 -.10 .62 -.17 .03 

 
*can determine how much my students have 
learnt from teaching  .68 .07 .03 .49 -.13 .08 

 
*integrate well with my teaching practice 
 .68 -.01 -.09 

 
--- 

 
--- 

 
--- 

 
*identify my students’ strengths and weaknesses 
 .66 .06 .02 .38 -.22 .02 
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*effectively determine whether students meet the 
set standards .66 .10 -.03 .48 -.10 -.02 

 

The results of NCEA [subject] internal 
assessments appropriately predict future student 
performance .65 .05 .15 .39 .16 .19 

 
*measure my students’ ability to think critically 
 .63 -.05 .09 .55 .03 -.01 

 
*make me reflect on my teaching 
 .58 .03 -.02 

 
--- 

 
--- 

 
--- 

 
The four levels of achievement distinguish well 
between students .57 .15 -.08 .42 .06 .11 

 
The results of NCEA [subject] internal 
assessments are fair and objective .54 -.06 -.08 .37 -.13 .23 

 

The NCEA system is useful to discriminate 
between students for future education or 
employment opportunities .51 .10 -.08 .36 .12 .06 

 
The NCEA system provides information on how 
well schools are doing .51 .11 .12 .43 .05 .16 

 

Doing NCEA [subject] assessments is an 
engaging and enjoyable experience for my 
students .50 -.19 -.24 .53 .06 -.02 

 
*cater for individual differences in students by 
offering a variety of assessment tasks .44 .07 -.05 

 
--- 

 
--- 

 
--- 

 
The NCEA system keeps schools honest and up to 
standard .33 .23 -.10 .41 .12 .18 

Factor 2: External Validity 
    

 
  

 
The results of NCEA [subject] external 
assessments can be trusted. .02 .86 -.08 .03 -.08 .71 

 
The results of NCEA [subject] external 
assessments are fair and objective .09 .76 -.03 -.04 -.13 .73 

 

The results of NCEA [subject] external 
assessments provide valuable feedback to 
students  .02 .66 -.09 .11 -.04 .56 

 

The results of NCEA [subject] external 
assessments appropriately predict future student 
performance .18 .63 .04 .18 .13 .43 

Factor 3: Bad & Ignore 
       

 
The results of NCEA [subject] internal 
assessments are filed and ignored .10 -.11 .76 -.10 .39 .04 

 
The results of NCEA [subject] external 
assessments are filed and ignored .08 -.11 .62 .09 .42 -.16 

 *force me to teach in a way contrary to my beliefs -.25 .11 .59 .09 .37 .07 
 I make little use of NCEA [subject] results -.12 -.05 .53 -.06 .44 -.05 
 *interfere with my teaching -.33 .12 .42 .00 .59 -.08 
 *are inaccurate measures of student learning -.28 -.01 .34 -.21 .54 -.00 
 *are unfair to my students -.38 -.10 .30 -.26 .49 -.03 
 
Factor Correlation Matrix 1 2 3 1 2 3 
 
1. Fulfilling Its Aims 1.00   1.00   
 
2. External Validity .44 1.00  -.22 1.00  
 
3. Bad & Ignore -.51 -.18 1.00 .58 -.12 1.00 
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Conceptions of NCEA (Part 2) 

The set of items in Table 10 concerned the conceptions of NCEA which emerged from the 

beliefs identified in the teacher and student focus groups. One factor was termed Preparing for 

Future as the items referred to how NCEA helped prepare students for their learning in the future 

both inside and outside New Zealand (Teacher: α = .66; Student: α = .69).The first factor could be 

defined as a positive belief about NCEA. The other factor included items which were associated 

with subjective marking. It was labelled as Marking Variability (Teacher: α = .63; Student:             

α = .61). This factor could be described as a negative belief about NCEA. Estimates of reliability 

for both factors were moderately high. For both teachers and students, it can be argued that these 

two factors were largely independent of each other as the intercorrelations between the factors were 

low (i.e., Teacher: r = -.11; Student: r = -.17). 
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Table 10                                                                                                                                                        

Two Factors and Correlations Relating to the Conceptions of NCEA (Part 2) 

 
 Factor       

(For Teachers) 
Factor       

(For Students) 
Factor Statement 1 2 1 2 

Factor 1: Preparing for Future 
     
 NCEA helps students to achieve their future goals  .76 -.25 -.05 .69 

 
NCEA is a highly regarded qualification in New Zealand 
 .55 -.21 -.03 .59 

 
Completing NCEA [subject] internal assessments during the year helps 
students to prepare for external assessments .51 .15 -.03 .46 

 
A mixture of external and internal NCEA assessments suits the learning 
of [subject] .49 .19 .01 .51 

 
NCEA is recognised outside New Zealand as an international 
qualification .36 -.33 -.02 .47 

 
Completing NCEA [subject] internal assessments during the year takes 
some pressure off students towards the end of the year .31 .01 .06 .39 

Factor 2: Marking Variability 
     

 
The results of NCEA [subject] internal assessments depend on the 
interpretation of the teacher of [subject] who sets the assessments  .00 .76 .99 -.04 

 
The results of NCEA [subject] external assessments depend on the 
interpretation of the marker .06 .58 .45 .01 

Factor Correlation Matrix 1 2 1 2

1. Preparing for Future 1.00  1.00  

2. Marking Variability  -.11 1.00 -.17 1.00 
 

Conceptions of Teaching 

This set of items refers to teachers’ and students’ conceptions of teaching (see Table 11). 

One factor was associated with what teachers did during lessons and how they prepared to teach 

effectively. It was termed Content & Preparation (Teacher: α =.58; Student: α =.57). The other 

factor concerned Motivating to Learn as the items were all related to how a teacher helped students 

feel motivated to learn (Teacher: α = .59; Student: α = .56). Estimates of reliability for both factors 

were not as high as for the above factors, and while sufficient, some caution is needed when 

interpreting totals based on these factors. These factors could be considered as independent from 

each other as the intercorrelations between them was low although there was a weak positive 

correlation (r = .41) between them for students.  
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Table 11                                                                                                                                                        

Two Factors and Correlations Relating to the Conceptions of Teaching 

 
 Factor       

(For Teachers) 
Factor       

(For Students) 
Factor Statement 1 2 1 2 

Factor 1: Content & Preparation 
     
 Delivering knowledge is the essence of teaching. .87 -.15 .13 .45 
 A teacher needs to be highly qualified in the subject to teach it effectively .46 .29 -.01 .46 

 
Knowing the teaching content thoroughly is the most important part of 
preparing a lesson. .45 -.05 .01 .63 

 
Teacher should spend a lot of time in class training students to answer 
NCEA-type questions. .29 .03 -.04 .45 

Factor 2: Motivating to Learn 
     
 Teacher focuses on promoting students’ motivation in lessons. -.03 .68 .97 -.17 

 
Teacher expects students to become more and more interested in learning 
in general through the course.  .05 .60 .38 .05 

 
Teacher encourages students to ask questions during class. 
 -.04 .49 .39 .10 

Factor Correlation Matrix 
 
1

 
2 

 
1 

 
2

 
1. Content & Preparation  

 
1.00  

 
1.00  

2. Motivating to Excel 
 

.18 
 

1.00 
 

.41 
 

1.00 

 

Conceptions of Learning 

For both Teacher and Student Questionnaires, only one factor was identified in the 

Conceptions of Learning (Table 12). It was termed Deep Learning (Teacher: α = .70; Student: α = 

.45) as the items refer to promoting new ways of thinking and understanding. The last item in the 

table was supposed to tap into Surface Learning but it was loaded with the Deep Learning items. Its 

better fit with Deep Learning was unexpected, but it may be because of the emphasis on “new 

course content”. Thus, it was included in this study as a Deep Learning item. The questionnaires 

failed to tap into Surface Learning, thus it was not included in the subsequent analyses. The 

estimate of reliability for teachers on this Deep Learning factor was sufficiently high to provide 

confidence in using a total score for the teachers, and somewhat lower than desired for the students 

and caution is needed when using this student score.  
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Table 12                                                                                                                                                

Factor Relating to the Conceptions of Learning 

 
 Factor    

(For Teachers) 
Factor        

(For Students) 
Factor Statement 1 1 

Factor 1: Deep Learning 
   

 
Learning for NCEA [subject] assessments helps my students to 
widen their views about life .85 .81 

 
Learning for NCEA [subject] assessments helps my students to get 
on with many different kinds of people in society  .71 .72 

 
Through learning for NCEA [subject] assessments, my students can 
find new ways of looking at things .57 .59 

 
Learning for NCEA [subject] assessments is about making sense of 
new course content .34 .21 

 
 

Teacher Efficacy (Teachers only) 

Two factors were clearly identified for teacher efficacy, as expected (Table 13). One factor 

was Internal which included items that referred to teachers believing they could strongly influence 

students’ motivation and achievement (α = .52). The other factor was External which consisted of 

items that indicated how helpless teachers felt about their influence on students’ achievement        

(α = .54). Estimates of reliability for both factors were moderate, but not sufficiently high, and 

again caution is needed when interpreting sums based on these factors. These two factors were 

independent of each other as the intercorrelation was zero. 
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Table 13                                                                                                                                                           

Two factors and Correlations Relating to Teacher Efficacy 

 
 Factor           

(For Teachers) 
Factor Statement 1 2 

Factor 1: Internal 
   

 
When a student gets a better grade than he/she usually gets, it is probably 
because I found better ways of teaching that student.  .80 .02 

 
If a student masters a new concept quickly, this is because I knew the 
necessary steps in teaching that concept.  .47 .10 

 When I really try, I can get through to the most difficult students.  .39 -.13 
Factor 2: External 
   

 
I am very limited in what I can achieve because a student’s home 
environment has a large influence on his/her achievement.  -.09 .67 

 
When a student is having difficulty with a task, I often have trouble 
adjusting it to his/her level. .19 .49 

 
Teachers have little influence on student achievement when all factors 
are considered.  -.07 .47 

 
Factor Correlation Matrix 1 2 

1. Internal   1.00  

2. External  .00 1.00 

 

Multivariate Analyses of Variance (MANOVAs) and Analyses of Variance (ANOVAs) 

 
A series of multivariate analyses of variance (MANOVAs) and analyses of variance 

(ANOVAs) were conducted to assess whether there were any significant differences among 

teachers and students relating to school and individual factors for the washback of NCEA and 

beliefs held by teachers and students. Table 14 shows all the MANOVAs conducted for teachers 

and students. It should be noted that a MANOVA for subject by first language could not be 

conducted for teachers because of the small sample size of teachers whose first language was 

Confucian-based. The subject was the major independent variable, and thus it was used to evaluate 

main and interaction effects with the other independent variables. Because of this design, the same 

statistically significant difference was sometimes found in subject across the MANOVA analyses. 

The same results related to subject are not discussed again to avoid repetition (see pages 156, 158, 

160, 164, 170, 178, 180, and 182). 
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Table 14                                                                                                                                  

MANOVAs/ANOVAs Conducted for Teachers and Students 

MANOVA/ANOVAs 
 

Teachers Students 

Subject x Decile 
 

√ √ 

 x Gender 
 

√ √ 

 x Teaching Career 
 

√ ----- 

 x Achievement Expected 
 

----- √ 

 x First Language 
 

----- √ 

 

 

Results of MANOVAs (Subject x Decile) 

(1) Washback of NCEA 

Tables 15 and 16 present the means and standard deviations of the washback of NCEA 

factors by subject and decile for teachers and students.
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Table 15                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

Teacher Means and Standard Deviations for Washback of NCEA by Subject and Decile 

 
Group n Assisting 

Teaching & 
Learning 

 

Test 
Overload 

 

Demotivation Confusion Focusing on 
Test 

Preparation 

Subject  M 
 

SD M SD M SD M SD M SD 

   Japanese 
 

49 3.66 .94 4.04 1.07 3.20 1.23 3.02 1.28 4.46 .79 

   French  
 

30 3.82 .99 4.09 1.20 3.28 1.19 2.73 1.18 4.42 .73 

   History 
 

41 3.65 .83 3.56 1.18 3.15 1.13 3.20 1.01 4.65 .80 

   Mathematics 
 

40 3.73 .83 4.01 1.02 4.05 1.37 2.59 1.12 4.33 .90 

Decile 
 

           

   Lower 
 

84 3.85 .75 3.85 1.11 3.22 1.19 2.86 1.21 4.43 .80 

   Higher 
 

76 3.55 1.00 3.55 1.00 3.64 1.35 2.95 1.14 4.51 .83 
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Table 16                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

Student Means and Standard Deviations for Washback of NCEA by Subject and Decile 

 
Group n Assisting 

Teaching & 
Learning 

 

Test Overload Demotivation Confusion Focusing on 
Test 

Preparation 

Subject 
 

 M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD 

   Japanese 
 

232 3.92 .85 2.96 .97 3.12 1.14 3.67 1.01 4.11 .87 

   French  
 

140 3.78 .74 2.77 1.06 3.32 1.17 3.54 1.08 4.19 .87 

   History 
 

228 3.68 .91 3.07 1.14 3.26 1.24 3.82 1.20 4.28 .84 

   Mathematics 
 

228 3.73 .75 3.08 1.02 3.64 1.06 3.78 .98 4.20 .83 

Decile 
 

           

   Lower 
 

429 3.90 .81 2.87 1.00 3.24 1.16 3.62 .98 4.21. .83 

   Higher 
 

399 3.65 .83 3.12 1.09 3.43 1.17 3.82 1.10 4.17 .88 
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A MANOVA was used to ascertain teacher and student differences relating to the four 

subjects (French, History, Japanese, and Mathematics) and decile (Lower or Higher) for the five 

Washback of NCEA factors (Assisting Teaching & Learning, Test Overload, Demotivation, 

Confusion, and Focusing on Test Preparation). For both teachers and students, there were 

statistically significant differences relating to subject (Teachers: Λ = .686, Mult.F = 3.98, df = 15, 

409, p < .001; Students: Λ = .936, Mult.F = 3.63, df = 15, 2253, p < .001), but not relating to the 

interaction of subject and decile (Teachers: Λ = .865, Mult.F = 1.47, df = 15, 409, p = .111; 

Students: Λ = .973, Mult.F = 1.51, df = 15, 225, p = .092). An inspection of the univariate 

ANOVAs for subject indicated that 'Demotivation’ was the only factor that contributed significantly 

to the overall difference (Teachers: F = 5.82, df = 3, 152, p ≤ .001; Students: F = 8.07, df = 3,820,  

p < .001). Further post hoc Scheffé tests revealed similar patterns for both teachers and students. 

There were differences between Mathematics and History (Teacher: p < .05; Student: p < .01) and 

between Mathematics and Japanese (Teacher: p < .05; Student: p < .001). The effect size of d = .72 

for teachers was large and d = .47 for students was medium. It can be seen in Figure 12 that NCEA 

was considered by the teachers and students of Mathematics as more demotivating than by those of 

History and Japanese. 
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Figure 12. Teacher and student means for Washback of NCEA (Demotivating) by subject 
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While there were no statistically significant differences relating to decile for teachers (Λ = 

.947, Mult.F = 1.65, df  = 5, 148, p = .149), there were differences for students (Λ = .973,  

Mult.F = 4.58, df = 5, 816, p < .001). These differences were related to Assisting Teaching and 

Learning (F = 14.10, df = 1, 820, p < .001), ‘Test Overload’ (F = 10.75, df = 1, 820, p ≤ .001), and 

‘Confusion’ (F = 6.65, df = 1, 820, p ≤ .01). The effect sizes of d = .30 for Assisting Teaching and 

Learning, d = .24 for Test Overload, and d = .19 for Confusion are small. Figure 13 shows that 

students at lower decile schools considered NCEA more helpful for their learning, and for their 

teachers’ teaching than students at higher decile ranking schools. Students at higher decile schools 

were more likely to be negative about the washback of NCEA; they felt that they were overloaded 

by tests more than students at lower decile schools. Students at higher decile schools also felt more 

confused about the NCEA system than students at lower decile schools.  

 
 

Washback of NCEA by Decile (Students)

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

3.5

4

4.5

Assisting Teaching
& Learning

Test Overload Confusion

M
ea

ns Lower
Higher

 
 
Figure 13. Student means for Washback of NCEA (Assisting Teaching and Learning, Test 

Overload, and Confusion) by decile 
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(2) Conceptions of NCEA (Part 1) 

 The means and standard deviations for the three Conceptions of NCEA (Part I) factors: 

Fulfilling Its Aims, External Validity and Bad & Ignore by subject and decile for teachers and 

students are presented in Tables 17 and 18. 

 

Table 17                                                                                                                                         

Teacher Means and Standard Deviations for Conceptions of NCEA Part 1 by Subject and Decile 

Group n Fulfilling Its Aims 
 

External Validity Bad & Ignore 

  M 
 

SD M SD M SD 

Subject 
 

       

    Japanese 
 

49 3.59 .92 3.72 1.07 2.64 .89 

    French  
 

30 3.55 .94 3.54 1.36 2.68 .94 

    History 
 

41 3.62 .84 3.30 1.02 2.57 .88 

    Mathematics 
 

40 3.45 .81 4.07 .98 2.79 .99 

Decile 
 

       

     Lower 
 

84 3.66 .78 3.78 1.07 2.51 .82 

     Higher 
 

76 3.43 .95 3.54 1.16 2.84 .99 
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Table 18                                                                                                                                                  

Student Means and Standard Deviations for Conceptions of NCEA Part 1 by Subject and Decile 

Group 
 

n Fulfilling Its Aims External Validity Bad & Ignore 

  M 
 

SD M SD M SD 

Subject 
 

       

    Japanese 
 

237 3.64 .75 3.62 .98 2.93 .81 

    French  
 

139 3.52 .74 3.53 1.08 2.72 .82 

    History 
 

229 3.41 .77 3.32 1.08 2.93 .85 

    Mathematics 
 

230 3.38 .78 3.69 .98 3.06 .72 

Decile 
 

       

     Lower 
 

432 3.57 .77 3.60 1.04 2.86 .79 

     Higher 
 

403 3.39 .76 3.48 1.02 3.00 .82 

 

MANOVAs were conducted to determine whether there were teacher and student 

differences relating to subject and decile for the three Conceptions of NCEA Part One factors 

(Fulfilling Its Aims, External Validity, and Bad & Ignore).  For teachers, there were no statistically 

significant main or interaction effects (Subject: Λ = .88, Mult.F = 2.22, df = 9, 3652, p = .02; 

Decile: Λ = .96, Mult.F = 1.98, df = 3, 1500, p = .120; Subject * Decile: Λ = .98, Mult.F = .31,  

df = 9, 3652, p = .972). This indicated that the teachers across all subjects at higher and lower decile 

schools had similar means on all the three factors and thus these conceptions of NCEA were shared 

by the teachers regardless of subject or decile. 

As for the students, there were statistically significant main differences, relating to both 

subject (Λ = .933, Mult.F = 6.47, df = 9, 201, p < .001), and to decile (Λ = .985, Mult.F = 4.20,  

df = 3, 825, p < .01), while there were no statistically significant interaction effects (Λ = .988, 

Mult.F = 1.10, df = 9, 201, p = .356). An inspection of the univariate ANOVAs for the subject 
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indicated that all three factors contributed significantly to the overall difference (Fulfilling Its Aims: 

F = 4.50, df = 3, 827, p < .01; External Validity: F = 4.86, df = 3, 827, p < .01; and Bad & Ignore:  

F = 5.53, df = 3, 827, p ≤ .001). 

Further post hoc Scheffé tests revealed that there were statistically significant differences 

between Japanese and Mathematics (p < .01) for Fulfilling Its Aims. This means that students of 

Japanese were more likely than those of Mathematics to consider that NCEA was assessment for 

learning as well as of learning. There were also statistically significant differences between History 

and Mathematics (p < .01) for External Validity. Students of History were least likely to feel that 

NCEA external assessments were trustworthy compared to those of Japanese and Mathematics. A 

statistically significant difference was also found between French and Mathematics (p ≤ .001) for 

Bad & Ignore. The effect sizes of d = .34 for Fulfilling Its Aims, d = .36 for External Validity, and d 

= .45 for Bad & Ignore are small to medium. This indicates that students of Mathematics were more 

likely than those of French to consider NCEA assessments unfair and an inaccurate measure of 

learning. Figure 14 shows the students’ average responses for Fulfilling Its Aims, External Validity, 

and Bad & Ignore. 
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Figure 14. Student means for Conceptions of NCEA Part 1 (Fulfilling Its Aims, External Validity, 

and Bad & Ignore) by subject 
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Regarding decile, an inspection of the univariate ANOVAs indicated that two of the three 

factors contributed significantly to the overall difference (Fulfilling Its Aims: F = 7.91, df = 1, 827, 

p < .01; and Bad & Ignore: F = 6.82, df = 1, 827, p < .01). The effect sizes of d = .23 for Fulfilling 

Its Aims and d = .18 for Bad & Ignore are small. Figure 15 shows that students at lower decile 

schools were more likely to consider NCEA as helpful for their learning than those at higher decile 

schools, and students at higher decile schools were more likely to regard the results of NCEA 

assessments to be inaccurate and ignored than those at lower decile schools.  
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Figure 15. Student means for Conceptions of NCEA Part 1 (Fulfilling Its Aims and Bad & Ignore) 

by decile 

 
(3) Conceptions of NCEA (Part 2) 

The means and standard deviations for the two Conceptions of NCEA (Part 2) factors: 

‘Preparing for Future ’ and ‘Marking Variability’ by subject and decile for teachers and students are 

presented in Tables 19 and 20. 
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Table 19                                                                                                                                                   

Teacher Means and Standard Deviations for Conceptions of NCEA (Part 1) by Subject and Decile 

Group 
 

n Preparing for Future Marking Variability 

  M 
 

SD M SD 

Subject 
 

     

     Japanese 
 

49 3.78 .83 4.09 1.26 

     French  
 

30 3.89 .82 4.13 1.08 

     History 
 

40 3.86 .90 3.99 1.27 

     Mathematics 
 

39 3.66 .93 2.81 1.02 

Decile 
 

     

     Lower 
 

83 3.88 .77 3.58 1.22 

     Higher 
 

75 3.70 .96 3.95 1.34 

 
 
Table 20                                                                                                                                                  

Student Means and Standard Deviations for Conceptions of NCEA (Part 1) by Subject and Decile 

Group 
 

n Preparing for Future Marking Variability 

  M 
 

SD M SD 

Subject 
 

     

     Japanese 
 

232 3.77 .92 3.92 1.21 

     French  
 

139 3.75 .90 3.88 1.08 

     History 
 

225 3.53 .98 4.13 1.33 

     Mathematics 
 

226 3.56 .96 3.65 1.31 

Decile 
 

     

     Lower 
 

423 3.75 .95 3.82 1.29 

     Higher 
 

399 3.53 .94 3.98 1.23 
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The results of MANOVAs indicated that there were statistically significant differences 

among both teachers and students relating to subject (Teacher: Λ = .786, Mult.F = 6.35, df = 6, 298, 

p <.001; Student: Λ = .969, Mult.F = 4.33, df = 6, 163, p <.001), but not relating to decile (Teacher: 

Λ = .975, Mult.F = 1.89, df = 2, 149, p =.115; Student: Λ = .990, Mult.F = 4.19, df = 2, 813, 

p = .016), or the interaction of subject and decile (Teacher: Λ = .968, Mult.F = .81, df = 6, 298,  

p = .562; Student: Λ = .993, Mult.F = .946, df = 6, 163, p = .460).  

An inspection of the univariate ANOVAs for the subject indicated that Marking Variability 

was the only factor that contributed significantly to the overall difference (Teacher: F = 11.32, df = 

3, 150 p < .001; Student: F = 5.48, df = 3, 814 p ≤ .001). Post hoc Scheffé tests revealed that for 

both teachers and students, there were statistically significant differences between Mathematics and 

History (Teacher: p < .001; Student: p ≤ .001). Further significant differences were also found 

among teachers between Mathematics and French (p < .001), and between Mathematics and 

Japanese (p < .001). The effect sizes of d = 1.26 for teachers and d = .65 for students are both large. 

Figure 16 indicates that teachers and students of Mathematics were less likely than those of History 

to perceive that the results of NCEA assessments varied depending on the marker. Teachers of 

Mathematics were also less likely to feel that way than teachers of the two languages.  
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Marking Variability by Subject (Teachers & Students)
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Figure 16. Teacher and student means and standard deviations for Conceptions of NCEA (Part 2) 

(Marking Variability) by subject 

 
(4) Conceptions of Teaching  

The means and standard deviations for the two Conceptions of Teaching factors by subject 

and decile for teachers and students are presented in Tables 21 and 22  

 
Table 21                                                                                                                                                  

Teacher Means and Standard Deviations for Conceptions of Teaching by Subject and Decile 

Group 
 

n Content & Preparation Motivating to Learn 

  M 
 

SD M SD 

Subject 
 

     

     Japanese 
 

49 4.04 .94 5.03 .68 

     French  
 

30 3.73 .82 5.12 .64 

     History 
 

41 3.76 .79 5.11 .82 

     Mathematics 
 

40 3.43 1.04 4.93 .78 

Decile 
 

     

     Lower 
 

84 3.73 .94 5.02 .71 

     Higher 
 

76 3.78 .91 5.07 .76 
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Table 22                                                                                                                                                  

Student Means and Standard Deviations for Conceptions of Teaching by Subject and Decile 

Group 
 

n Content & Preparation Motivating to Learn 

  M 
 

SD M SD 

Subject 
 

     

     Japanese 
 

234 4.35 .87 4.30 .88 

     French  
 

139 4.38 .83 4.10 .91 

     History 
 

229 4.47 .84 4.41 .88 

     Mathematics 
 

229 4.51 .88 4.12. .88 

Decile 
 

     

     Lower 
 

431 4.45 .88 4.21 .92 

     Higher 
 

400 4.42 .84 4.28 .86 

 

MANOVAs were carried out to investigate whether there were teacher and student 

differences relating to subject and decile for the two Conceptions of Teaching factors (Content & 

Preparation and Motivating to Learn). There were no statistically significant main or interaction 

effects among teachers relating to subject and decile for the two factors (Subject: Λ = .94,  

Mult.F = 1.58, df = 6, 3020, p = .152; Decile: Λ = 1.00, Mult.F = .98, df = 2, 1510, p = .907; 

Subject * Decile: Λ = .99, Mult.F = .32, df = 6, 3020, p = .925). This meant that teachers shared 

similar views on how they could teach effectively and how they could motivate their students to 

learn regardless of subject or decile. 

For students, there were statistically significant main effects relating to subject (Λ = .971, 

Mult.F = 4.06, df = 6, 164, p < .001) although there were no statistically significant main effects 

relating to decile (Λ = .997, Mult.F = 1.28, df = 2, 822, p = .278) or interaction effects (Λ = .993, 

Mult.F = 1.00, df = 6, 164, p = .423). An inspection of the univariate ANOVAs for subject indicated 
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that Motivating to Learn was the only factor that contributed significantly to the overall difference 

(F = 5.51, df = 3, p ≤ .001). A further post hoc Scheffé test revealed that there were statistically 

significant differences between History and Mathematics (p < .01). The effect size of d = .35 for 

Motivating to Learn is medium. Figure 17 shows that students of History were more likely than 

those of Mathematics to report that their teachers were trying to encourage them to be interested in 

learning.  
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Figure 17. Student means for Conceptions of Teaching (Motivating to Learn) by subject 

 
(5) Conceptions of Learning 

The means and standard deviations for the Conceptions of Learning factor (i.e., Deep 

Learning) by subject and decile for both teachers and students are presented in Tables 23 and 24. 
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Table 23                                                                                                                                          

Teacher Means and Standard Deviations for Conceptions of Learning by Subject and Decile 

Group 
 

n Deep Learning 

  M 
 

SD 

Subject 
 

   

     Japanese 
 

49 2.94 .96 

     French  
 

29 3.05 .97 

     History 
 

41 3.48 .93 

     Mathematics 
 

40 2.78 .77 

Decile 
 

   

     Lower 
 

84 3.21 .87 

     Higher 
 

75 2.89 .99 

  
Table 24                                                                                                                                                       

Student Means and Standard Deviations for Conceptions of Learning by Subject and Decile 

Group 
 

n Deep Learning 

  M 
 

SD 

Subject 
 

   

     Japanese 
 

236 3.50 1.02 

     French  
 

140 3.35 .89 

     History 
 

229 3.74 .94 

     Mathematics 
 

230 3.17 .82 

Decile 
 

   

     Lower 
 

431 3.52 .97 

     Higher 
 

404 3.38 .92 
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ANOVAs were conducted to assess whether there were teacher and student differences 

relating to subject and decile for the Deep Learning factor. For both teachers and students, there 

were statistically significant differences relating to subject (Teachers: F (3, 151) = 5.22, p < .01; 

Students: F (3, 827) = 15.74, p < .001), and decile (Teachers: F (1, 151) = 8.55, p < .01; Students:  

F (1, 827) = 7.80, p < .01), but not relating to the interaction of subject and decile (Teachers: F (3, 

151) = .741; p = .529; Students: F (3, 827) = .30, p = .825). 

 Further post hoc Scheffé tests revealed that for teachers, there were statistically 

significant differences between History and Mathematics (p = .008). For students, there were 

statistically significant differences between History and French (p = .002), and between History and 

Mathematics (p < .001), and Japanese and Mathematics (p = .002). The effect sizes of d = .82 for 

teachers and d = .65 for students are large. Figure 18 illustrates that teachers of History were more 

likely than those of Mathematics to feel that learning for NCEA assessments was promoting new 

ways of thinking and understanding. The same pattern was evident for students. Students of History 

were more likely than those of French to believe NCEA assessments were promoting new ways of 

thinking and understanding. Students of Japanese were also more likely than those of Mathematics 

to feel that way. 
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Figure 18. Teacher and student means for Conceptions of Learning (Deep Learning) by subject 
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Regarding decile, the effect sizes are d = .34 for teachers and d = .15 for students. Both 

effect sizes are small. Figure 19 illustrates that teachers and students at lower decile schools were 

more likely than those at higher decile schools to feel that new ways of thinking and understanding 

were encouraged through learning for NCEA assessments.  
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Figure 19. Teacher and student means for Conceptions of Learning (Deep Learning) by decile 

 
(6) Teacher Efficacy (Teachers only) 

The means and standard deviations for the two Teacher Efficacy factors (i.e., Internal and 

External) by subject and decile are presented in Table 25.  
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Table 25                                                                                                                                                  

Teacher Means and Standard Deviations for Teacher Efficacy by Subject and Decile  

Group 
 

n Internal External 

  M 
 

SD M SD 

Subject 
 

     

     Japanese 
 

49 4.03 .98 2.42 .89 

     French  
 

30 3.93 .85 2.36 .99 

     History 
 

41 3.76 .68 2.43 .78 

     Mathematics 
 

40 3.47 .79 2.33 .83 

Decile 
 

     

     Lower 
 

84 3.80 .83 2.38 .84 

     Higher 
 

76 3.81 .89 2.39 .88 

 

The results of the MANOVA indicated there were no statistically significant main or 

interaction effects among teachers relating to subject and decile for the two Teacher Efficacy 

factors (Subject: Λ = .93, Mult.F = 1.96, df = 6, 3020, p = .072; Decile: Λ = 1.00, Mult.F = .29,  

df = 2, 1510, p = .972; Subject * Decile: Λ = .95, Mult.F = 1.32, df = 6, 3020, p = .249). This 

indicated that teachers shared similar views on the possible influence they had on their students’ 

achievement regardless of subjects or decile. 

 

Results of MANOVAs (Subject x Gender) 

 
(1) Washback of NCEA 

Tables 26 and 27 presents the means and standard deviations of the washback of NCEA factors by 

subject and gender for teachers and students. 
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Table 26                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

Teacher Means and Standard Deviations for Washback of NCEA by Subject and Gender 

Group n Assisting 
Teaching & 

Learning 
 

Test Overload Demotivation Confusion Focusing on 
Test 

Preparation 

Subject  M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD 

   Japanese 49 3.66 .94 4.04 1.07 3.20 1.24 3.02 1.28 4.46 .79 

   French  30 3.82 .99 4.09 1.20 3.28 1.19 2.73 1.18 4.42 .73 

   History 41 3.65 .83 3.56 1.18 3.15 1.13 3.20 1.12 4.65 .80 

   Mathematics  40 3.73 .83 4.01 1.02 4.05 1.37 2.59 1.12 4.33 .90 

Gen  der            

   Male 61 3.70 .83 3.72 1.07 3.50 1.23 2.93 1.05 4.49 .70 

   Female 93 3.70 .93 3.98 1.15 3.34 1.32 2.88 1.26 4.45 .88 
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Table 27                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

Student Means and Standard Deviations for Washback of NCEA by Subject and Gender 

Group n Assisting 
Teaching & 

Learning 
 

Test Overload Demotivation Confusion Focusing on 
Test 

Preparation 

Subject  M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD 

   Japanese 225 3.92 .83 2.95 .98 3.11 1.13 3.66 1.02 4.10 .87 

   French  140 3.78 .84 2.77 1.06 3.32 1.17 3.54 1.08 4.19 .87 

   History 221 3.68 .91 3.06 1.15 3.25 1.24 3.82 1.11 4.30 .84 

   Mathematics 220 3.73 .76 3.12 1.00 3.66 1.07 3.79 .98 4.19 .84 

Gen  der            

   Male 332 3.70 .79 3.08 1.08 3.40 1.16 3.73 1.10 4.16 .84 

   Female 474 3.83 .85 2.94 1.04 3.29 1.18 3.71 1.01 4.22 .87 
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MANOVAs were conducted to investigate whether there were teacher and student 

differences relating to the four subjects (French, History, Japanese, and Mathematics) and gender 

(Male and Female) for the five Washback factors (Assisting Teaching & Learning, Test Overload, 

Demotivation, Confusion, and Focusing on Test Preparation). For teachers, there were no 

statistically significant main or interaction effects (Subject: Λ = .865, Mult.F = 1.44, df = 15, 397,  

p = .127; Gender: Λ = .960, Mult.F = 0.60, df = 10, 288, p = .814; Subject * Gender: Λ = .909, 

Mult.F = 0.46, df = 30, 409, p = .994) relating to subject and gender for the five washback of NCEA 

factors. This indicated that teachers shared similar views on washback of NCEA regardless of 

subject or gender. 

For students, there were statistically significant differences relating to subject (Λ = .930, 

Mult.F = 3.90, df = 15, 2192, p < .001), but not relating to gender (Λ = .993, Mult.F = 1.05, df = 5, 

794, p = .386) or the interaction of subject and gender (Λ = .980, Mult.F = 1.09, df = 15, 2192,  

p = .364). An inspection of the univariate ANOVAs for subject indicated that ‘Demotivation’ was 

the only factor that contributed significantly to the overall difference (F = 8.64, df = 3, 798,  

p < .001). Further post hoc Scheffé tests revealed that there were differences between Mathematics 

and History (p < .01) and between Mathematics and Japanese (p < .001). These differences were 

discussed in the results of MANOVAs (subject x decile).  

 
(2) Conceptions of NCEA (Part 1) 
 

Tables 28 and 29 present the means and standard deviations of the Conceptions of NCEA 

Part 1 factors by subject and gender for teachers and students.  
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Table 28                                                                                                                                            

Teacher Means and Standard Deviations for Conceptions of NCEA Part 1 by Subject and Gender 

Group n Fulfilling Its Aims External Validity Bad & Ignore 

  M SD M SD M SD 

Subject        

    Japanese 49 3.59 .92 3.72 1.07 2.64 .89 

    French  30 3.55 .94 3.54 1.36 2.68 .94 

    History 41 3.62 .84 3.30 1.02 2.57 .88 

    Mathematics 40 3.45 .81 4.07 .98 2.79 .99 

Gender        

    Male 61 3.59 .83 3.63 1.02 2.70 .88 

    Female 93 3.54 .89 3.68 1.17 2.65 .96 

 

Table 29                                                                                                                                       

Student Means and Standard Deviations for Conceptions of NCEA Part 1 by Subject and Gender 

Group n Fulfilling Its Aims External Validity Bad & Ignore 

  M SD M SD M SD 

Subject        

    Japanese 230 3.64 .74 3.63 .98 2.92 .81 

    French  139 3.52 .74 3.53 1.08 2.72 .82 

    History 222 3.41 .76 3.32 1.08 2.93 .86 

    Mathematics 221 3.36 .78 3.66 .98 3.07 .73 

Gender        

    Male 335 3.43 .76 3.58 1.02 2.98 .84 

    Female 477 3.52 .77 3.51 1.04 2.89 .78 

 
For teachers, there were no statistically significant main or interaction effects (Subject:  
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Λ = .886, Mult.F = 2.02, df = 9, 355, p = .036; Gender: Λ = .997, Mult.F = 0.07, df = 6, 292,  

p = .999; Subject * Gender: Λ = .894, Mult.F = 0.93, df = 18, 413, p = .542) relating to subject and 

gender for the three Conceptions of NCEA (Part 1) factors. This indicated that teachers shared 

similar views on Fulfilling Its Aims, External Validity, and Bad & Ignore regardless of subject or 

gender. 

For students, there were statistically significant differences relating to subject (Λ = .941, 

Mult.F = 5.48, df = 9, 1952, p < .001), but not relating to gender (Λ= .990, Mult.F = 2.69, df = 3, 

802, p = .045) or the interaction of subject and gender (Λ= .992, Mult.F = 0.69, df = 9, 1952,  

p = .718). An inspection of the univariate ANOVAs for subject indicated that Fulfilling Its Aims 

and External Validity were factors that contributed significantly to the overall difference (Fulfilling 

Its Aims: F=5.50, df =3, 804, p ≤ .001; External Validity: F = 5.30, df =3, 804, p ≤ .001). Further 

post hoc Scheffé tests revealed that for Fulfilling Its Aims, there were differences between Japanese 

and Mathematics (p ≤ .001). Regarding External Validity, there were differences between History 

and Mathematics (p < .01). These differences were discussed in the results of the MANOVAs 

(subject x decile).  

 
(3) Conceptions of NCEA (Part 2) 

 
Tables 30 and 31 present the means and standard deviations of the Conceptions of NCEA 

Part 2 factors by subject and gender for teachers and students.  
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Table 30                                                                                                                                         

Teacher Means and Standard Deviations for Conceptions of NCEA Part 2 by Subject and Gender  

Group n Preparing for Future Marking Variability 

  M SD M SD 

Subject      

     Japanese 49 3.78 .83 4.09 1.26 

     French  30 3.89 .82 4.13 1.08 

     History 40 3.86 .90 3.99 1.27 

     Mathematics 39 3.66 .93 2.81 1.02 

Gender      

     Male 61 3.78 .88 3.71 1.16 

     Female 91 3.82 .85 3.77 1.37 

 

Table 31                                                                                                                                       

Student Means and Standard Deviations for Conceptions of NCEA Part 2 by Subject and Gender 

Group n Preparing for Future Marking Variability 

  M SD M SD 

Subject      

     Japanese 225 3.78 .91 3.91 1.21 

     French  139 3.75 .90 3.88 1.08 

     History 218 3.53 .98 4.13 1.34 

     Mathematics 218 3.55 .97 3.67 1.30 

Gender      

     Male 328 3.46 .96 3.96 1.28 

     Female 472 3.77 .93 3.85 1.24 
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For teachers, there were statistically significant differences relating to subject (Λ = .867, 

Mult.F = 3.57, df = 6, 290, p < .01) but not relating to gender (Λ= .988, Mult.F = 0.43, df = 4, 290, 

p = .784) or the interaction of subject and gender (Λ= .919, Mult.F = 1.05, df = 12, 290, p = .407). 

An inspection of the univariate ANOVAs for subject indicated that Marking Variability was the 

only factor that contributed significantly to the overall difference (F = 4.54, df = 3, 146, p < .01). 

Further post hoc Scheffé tests revealed that there were differences between Mathematics and 

Japanese (p < .001); between Mathematics and French (p < .001); and between Mathematics and 

History (p < .001). These differences were discussed in the results of the MANOVA (subject x 

decile).  

Regarding students, there were statistically significant differences relating to subject  

(Λ = .970, Mult.F = 4.00, df = 6, 1582, p ≤ .001) and gender (Λ = .980, Mult.F = 8.14, df = 2, 791,  

p < .001), but not relating to the interaction of subject and gender (Λ = .990, Mult.F = 1.39, df = 6, 

1582, p = .217). An inspection of the univariate ANOVAs for subject indicated that Marking 

Variability was the only factor that contributed significantly to the overall difference (F= 4.93,  

df = 3, 792, p < .01). Further post hoc Scheffé tests revealed that there were differences between 

Mathematics and History (p < .01). These differences were discussed in the results of the 

MANOVA (subject x decile). An inspection of the univariate ANOVAs for gender indicated that 

Preparing for Future was the only factor that contributed significantly to the overall difference  

(F = 15.70, df = 1, 792, p < .001). The effect size for Preparing for Future was d = .31 which is 

medium. Female students were more likely than male students to feel that NCEA was helping them 

achieve their future goals (Figure 20).  
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Figure 20. Student means for Conceptions of NCEA Part 2 (Preparing for Future) by gender 

 
(4) Conceptions of Teaching  

Tables 32 and 33 present the means and standard deviations of the Conceptions of Teaching 

factors by subject and gender for teachers and students.  

 

Table 32                                                                                                                                       

Teacher Means and Standard Deviations for Conceptions of Teaching by Subject and Gender  

Group n Content & Preparation Motivating to Learn 

  M SD M SD 

Subject      

     Japanese 49 4.04 .94 5.03 .68 

     French  30 3.73 .82 5.12 .64 

     History 41 3.76 .79 5.11 .82 

     Mathematics 40 3.43 1.04 4.93 .78 

Gender      

     Male 61 3.66 1.04 4.94 .74 

     Female 93 3.82 .84 5.14 .72 
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Table 33                                                                                                                                       

Student Means and Standard Deviations for Conceptions of Teaching by Subject and Gender  

Group n Content & Preparation Motivating to Learn 

  M SD M SD 

Subject      

     Japanese 227 4.34 .87 4.29 .88 

     French  139 4.38 .83 4.10 .91 

     History 222 4.47 .83 4.42 .90 

     Mathematics 220 4.51 .89 4.13 .89 

Gender      

     Male 335 4.39 .87 4.21 .90 

     Female 473 4.46 .85 4.27 .90 

 

For teachers, there were no statistically significant main or interaction effects (Subject:  

Λ = .944, Mult.F = 1.43, df = 6, 294, p = .201; Gender: Λ = .976, Mult.F = 0.91, df = 4, 294,  

p = .457; Subject * Gender: Λ = .948, Mult.F = 0.67, df = 12, 294, p = .784) relating to subject and 

gender for the two Conceptions of Teaching factors. This indicated that teachers shared similar 

views on Content & Preparation and Motivating to Learn regardless of subject or gender. 

For students, there were statistically significant differences relating to subject (Λ = .970, 

Mult.F = 4.16, df = 6, 1598, p < .001), but not relating to gender (Λ = .998, Mult.F = 0.93,  

df = 2, 799, p = .394) or the interaction of subject and gender (Λ= .985, Mult.F = 2.04, df = 6, 1598, 

p = .057). An inspection of the univariate ANOVAs for subject indicated that Marking Variability 

was the only factor that contributed significantly to the overall difference (F = 4.98, df =3, 800,  

p < .01). Further post hoc Scheffé tests revealed that there were differences between French and 

History (p = .014) and between Mathematics and History (p = .011). However, both significance 

levels were over the predetermined cut-off point (i.e., p < .01).  
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(5) Conceptions of Learning 

The means and standard deviations for the Conceptions of Learning factor (i.e., Deep 

Learning) by subject and gender for both teachers and students are presented in Tables 34 and 35. 

 
Table 34                                                                                                                                        

Teacher Means and Standard Deviations for Conceptions of Learning by Subject and Gender 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Group n Deep Learning 

  M SD 

Subject    

     Japanese 49 2.94 .96 

     French  29 3.05 .97 

     History 41 3.48 .93 

     Mathematics 40 2.78 .77 

Gender    

     Male 61 3.09 .86 

     Female 92 3.07 .98 
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Table 35                                                                                                                                       

Student Means and Standard Deviations for Conceptions of Learning by Subject and Gender 

                                                                                                   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Group n Deep Learning 

  M SD 

Subject    

     Japanese 229 3.50 1.02 

     French  140 3.35 .89 

     History 222 3.74 .94 

     Mathematics 221 3.15 .81 

Gender    

     Male 335 3.41 .92 

     Female 477 3.47 .96 

 

ANOVAs were conducted to assess whether there were teacher and student differences 

relating to subject and gender for the Deep Learning factor. For teachers, there were no statistically 

significant main or interaction effects (Subject: F (3, 147) = 3.06, p = .03,  

Gender: F (2, 147) = 0.28, p = .755; Subject * Gender: F (6, 147) = 0.91, p = .489). For students, 

there were statistically significant differences relating to subject (Subject: F (3, 804) = 15.34,  

p < .001), but not relating to gender (Gender: F (1, 804) = 0.09, p = .769) or the interaction of 

subject and gender (Subject * Gender: F (3, 804) = 1.50, p = .214). Further post hoc Scheffé tests 

revealed that there were statistically significant differences between History and French (p < .01), 

and between History and Mathematics (p < .001), and Japanese and Mathematics (p ≤ .001). These 

differences have already been discussed in the results of MANOVA (subject x decile).  
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(6) Teacher Efficacy 

The means and standard deviations for the two Teacher Efficacy factors (i.e., Internal and 

External) by subject and gender are presented in Table 36. 

  
 
Table 36                                                                                                                                        

Teacher Means and Standard Deviations for Teacher Efficacy by Subject and Gender 

Group n Internal External 

  M SD M SD 

Subject      

     Japanese 49 4.03 .98 2.42 .89 

     French  30 3.93 .85 2.36 .99 

     History 41 3.76 .68 2.43 .78 

     Mathematics 40 3.47 .79 2.33 .83 

Gender      

     Male 61 3.77 .77 2.40 .82 

     Female 93 3.84 .94 2.39 .91 

 

There were no statistically significant main or interaction effects among teachers  

(Subject: Λ = .968, Mult.F = 0.79, df = 6, 294, p = .577; Gender: Λ = .998, Mult.F = 0.09, df = 4, 

294, p = .986; Subject * Gender: Λ = .968, Mult.F = 0.40, df = 12, 294, p = .964) relating to subject 

and gender for the two Teacher Efficacy factors. This indicated that teachers shared similar views 

on the possible influence they had on their students’ achievement regardless of subjects or gender. 
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Results of MANOVAs (Subject x Teaching Career) 

 
(1) Washback of NCEA 

For the purpose of this study, the length of teaching career was divided into two groups: 

teachers whose teaching career was up to 12 years and those whose teaching career was 13 years 

and over. The cut off point was set so that the two groups had similar numbers of teachers. Table 37 

presents the means and standard deviations of the washback of NCEA factors by subject and 

teaching career.  
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Table 37                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

Teacher Means and Standard Deviations for Washback of NCEA by Subject and Teaching Career 

Group n Assisting 
Teaching 

& Learning 
 

Test Overload Demotivation Confusion Focusing on 
Test 

Preparation 

Subject  M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD 

   Japanese 45 3.65 .97 3.97 1.06 3.19 1.25 3.00 1.26 4.46 .82 

   French  28 3.83 .99 4.01 1.20 3.17 1.15 2.76 1.19 4.34 .68 

   History 40 3.64 .84 3.56 1.20 3.18 1.13 3.24 .99 4.66 .81 

   Mathematics 39 3.73 .84 3.97 1.01 4.01 1.36 2.53 1.08 4.30 .89 

Teaching Career            

   Up to 12 yrs 73 3.62 .81 3.28 .97 3.37 1.16 3.10 1.10 4.41 .80 

   13 yrs & over 79 3.78 .98 3.95 1.24 3.42 1.38 2.71 1.18 4.49 .83 
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There were statistically significant differences relating to subject (Λ = .675, Mult.F = 3.95, 

df = 15, 387, p < .001) and the interaction of subject and teaching career (Λ= .793, Mult.F = 2.26,  

df = 15, 387, p < .01), but not relating to teaching career (Λ= .903, Mult.F = 3.00, df = 5, 140,  

p = .013). An inspection of the univariate ANOVAs for subject indicated that Demotivation was the 

only factor that contributed significantly to the overall difference (F = .48, df =3, 114, p < .01). 

Further post hoc Scheffé tests revealed that there were differences between Mathematics and 

History (p =  .05) and between Mathematics and French (p< .05). An inspection of the univariate 

ANOVAs for the interaction of subject and teaching career indicated that Assisting Teaching & 

Learning and Focusing on Test Preparation were factors that contributed most to the overall 

difference (Assisting Teaching & Learning: F = 3.29, df = 3, 144, p = .023; Focusing on Test 

Preparation: F = 3.24, df = 3, 144, p = .024). However, both significance levels were over the 

predetermined cut-off point (i.e., p < .01).  

 
 
(2) Conceptions of NCEA (Part 1) 

Table 38 presents the teacher means and standard deviations of the Conceptions of NCEA 

(Part 1) factors by subject and teaching career. 
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Table 38                                                                                                                                            

Teacher Means and Standard Deviations for Conceptions of NCEA Part 1 by Subject and Teaching 

Career  

Group n Fulfilling Its Aims External Validity Bad & Ignore 

  M SD M SD M SD 

Subject        

    Japanese 45 3.57 .94 3.72 1.47 2.60 .83 

    French  28 3.55 .95 3.48 1.35 2.67 .97 

    History 40 3.60 .84 3.30 1.03 2.56 .89 

    Mathematics 39 3.45 .82 4.08 .99 2.78 1.01 

Teaching Career        

    Up to 12 yrs 73 3.52 .81 3.58 1.11 2.70 .84 

    13 yrs & over 79 3.56 .94 3.73 1.14 2.60 .98 

  
 

There were no statistically significant main or interaction effects (Subject: Λ = .873,  

Mult.F = 2.21, df = 9, 346, p = .021; Teaching Career: Λ = .987, Mult.F = 0.63, df = 3, 142,  

p = .600; Subject * Teaching Career: Λ = .890, Mult.F = 1.88, df = 9, 346, p = .054) relating to 

subject and teaching career for the three Conceptions of NCEA (Part 1) factors. Teachers shared 

similar views on Fulfilling Its Aims, External Validity, and Bad & Ignore regardless of subject or 

teaching career. 

 
(3) Conceptions of NCEA (Part 2) 

Table 39 presents the means and standard deviations of the Conceptions of NCEA (Part 2) 

factors by subject and teaching career. 
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Table 39                                                                                                                                        

Teacher means and standard deviations for Conceptions of NCEA Part 2 by Subject and Teaching 

Career  

Group n Preparing for Future Marking Variability 

  M SD M SD 

Subject      

     Japanese 45 3.77 .81 4.13 1.28 

     French  28 3.83 .81 4.74 1.09 

     History 40 3.86 .90 3.99 1.27 

     Mathematics 39 3.66 .93 2.81 1.02 

Teaching Career      

    Up to 12 yrs 73 3.76 .72 3.82 1.28 

    13 yrs & over 79 3.79 .98 3.70 1.32 

 
 

The results of MANOVAs indicated that there were statistically significant differences 

relating to subject (Λ = .794, Mult.F = 5.84, df = 6, 286, p < .001), but not relating to teaching 

career (Λ = .999, Mult.F = 0.10, df = 2, 143, p = .902), or the interaction of subject and teaching 

career (Λ = .968, Mult.F = 0.79, df = 6, 286, p = .576). An inspection of the univariate ANOVA for 

subject indicated that Marking Variability was the only factor that contributed significantly to the 

overall difference (F = 10.99, df = 3, 144, p < .001). Post hoc Scheffé tests revealed that there were 

statistically significant differences between Japanese and Mathematics (p < .001), between French 

and Mathematics (p < .001), and between History and Mathematics (p < .001). These differences 

were discussed in the results of the MANOVA (subject x decile).  
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(4) Conceptions of Teaching  

Table 40 presents the means and standard deviations of the two Conceptions of Teaching 

factors by subject and teaching career. 

 
Table 40                                                                                                                                                  

Teacher Means and Standard Deviations for Conceptions of Teaching by Subject and Teaching 

Career  

Group n Content & Preparation Motivating to Learn 

  M SD M SD 

Subject      

     Japanese 45 3.98 .95 5.05 .68 

     French  28 3.67 .82 5.11 .66 

     History 40 3.75 .79 5.11 .83 

     Mathematics 39 3.41 1.05 4.91 .77 

Teaching Career      

     Up to 12 yrs 73 3.86 .93 5.05 .74 

     13 yrs & over 79 3.58 .92 5.03 .75 

 

A MANOVA was carried out to investigate whether there were teacher differences relating 

to subject and teaching career for the two Conceptions of Teaching factors (Content & Preparation 

and Motivating to Learn). There were no statistically significant main or interaction effects among 

teachers relating to subject and decile for the two factors (Subject: Λ = .945, Mult.F = 1.37, df = 6, 

286, p = .226; Teaching Career: Λ = .976, Mult.F = 1.73, df = 2, 143, p = .180; Subject * Teaching 

Career: (Λ = .908, Mult.F = 2.37, df = 6, 286, p = .030). This meant that teachers shared similar 

views on how they could teach effectively and how they could motivate their students to learn 

regardless of subject or teaching career. 
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(5) Conceptions of Learning 

Table 41 presents the means and standard deviations of the Conceptions of Learning factor 

by subject and teaching career.  

 

Table 41                                                                                                                                                  

Teacher Means and Standard Deviations for Conceptions of Learning by Subject and Teaching 

Career  

 Group n Deep Learning 

  M SD 

Subject    

     Japanese 45 2.91 .98 

     French  27 3.07 .99 

     History 40 3.45 .93 

     Mathematics 39 2.79 .78 

Teaching Career    

     Up to 12 yrs 73 3.15 .93 

     13 yrs & over 78 2.95 .96 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

An ANOVA was conducted to assess whether there were teacher differences relating to 

subject and teaching career for the Deep Learning factor. There were no statistically significant 

differences relating to main or interaction effects (Subject: F (3, 143) = 3.81, p = .012; Teaching 

Career: F (1, 143) = 1.80, p = .182; Subject * Teaching Career: F (3, 143) = 1.34, p = .263).  
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(6) Teacher Efficacy 

Table 42 presents the means and standard deviations of the two Teacher Efficacy factors by 

subject and teaching career.  

 
Table 42                                                                                                                                        

Teacher Means and Standard Deviations for Teacher Efficacy by Subject and Teaching Career  

Group n Internal External 

  M SD M SD 

Subject      

     Japanese 45 4.01 .93 2.32 .82 

     French  28 4.01 .73 2.42 .99 

     History 40 3.76 .96 2.46 .77 

     Mathematics 39 3.45 .78 2.33 .84 

Teaching Career      

     Up to 12 yrs 73 3.92 .89 2.58 .89 

     13 yrs & over 79 3.69 .75 2.19 .75 

 
 

There was a statistically significant difference relating to teaching career (Λ = .919,  

Mult.F = 6.28, df = 2, 143, p < .01), but not relating to subject (Λ = .916, Mult.F = 2.13, df = 6, 286, 

p = .05) or the interaction between subject and teaching career (Λ = .960, Mult.F = 0.99,  

df = 6, 286, p = .432). An inspection of the univariate ANOVA for teaching career indicated that 

‘External’ was the only factor that contributed significantly to the overall difference (F = 8.44,  

df = 1, 144, p < .01). The effect size was d = .48 for External which is medium. Teachers who had 

less teaching experience were more likely than those with more experience to feel more helpless 

about their ability to influence students’ achievement (Figure 21). 
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Figure 21. Teacher means for Teacher Efficacy (External) by teaching career 

 

Results of MANOVAs (Subject x Achievement Expected) 

 
(1) Washback of NCEA 

Table 43 presents the means and standard deviations of the five washback of NCEA factors 

by subject and achievement expected for students.  
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Table 43                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

Student Means and Standard Deviations for Washback of NCEA by Subject and Achievement Expected 

Group n Assisting 
Teaching & 

Learning 
 

Test Overload Demotivation Confusion Focusing on 
Test 

Preparation 

Subject  M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD 

    Japanese 201 3.95 .84 2.96 .95 3.08 1.14 3.62 .98 4.11 .87 

    French  128 3.79 .75 2.80 1.06 3.32 1.15 3.52 1.08 4.21 .89 

    History 213 3.69 .91 3.07 1.16 3.26 1.25 3.81 1.09 4.28 .84 

    Mathematics 200 3.73 .78 3.08 1.01 3.64 1.09 3.79 1.01 4.19 .84 

Achievement Expected            

    Achieved 202 3.88 .79 3.12 1.01 3.06 1.01 3.76 .95 4.11 .86 

    Merit 337 3.74 .81 3.02 1.06 3.37 1.20 3.73 1.09 4.19 .86 

    Excellence 203 3.78 .89 2.83 1.05 3.51 1.26 3.61 1.05 4.30 .85 
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There were statistically significant differences relating to both subject (Λ = .929,  

Mult.F = 3.59, df = 15, 2004, p < .001) and achievement expected (Λ = .951 Mult.F = 3.71, df = 10, 

1452, p < .001), but not relating to the interaction of subject and achievement expected (Λ= .945, 

Mult.F = 1.39, df = 30, 2906, p = .080).  

Demotivation was the only factor that contributed significantly to the overall difference in 

relation to subject (F = 9.45, df =3, 730, p < .001). Further post hoc Scheffé tests revealed that there 

were differences between Japanese and Mathematics (p < .001) and History and Mathematics  

(p < .05). The patterns of these differences were exactly the same as that found in the MANOVA 

(subject x decile).  

As with subject, Demotivation was the only factor that contributed significantly to the 

overall difference in relation to achievement expected (F = 8.26, df = 2, 730, p < .001). Further post 

hoc Scheffé tests revealed that there were differences between Achieved and Merit (p < .01) and 

Achieved and Excellence (p < .001). The effect size was d = .39 for ‘Demotivation’, which is 

medium. Students who expected to receive Achieved were less likely than those who expected to 

receive Merit or Excellence to feel NCEA was failing to motivate them (Figure 22). 
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Figure 22. Student means for Washback of NCEA (Demotivation) by achievement expected 
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(2) Conceptions of NCEA (Part 1) 

 The means and standard deviations for the three Conceptions of NCEA (Part 1) factors by 

subject and achievement expected for students are presented in Table 44.  

 
Table 44                                                                                                                                           

Student Means and Standard Deviations for Conceptions of NCEA (Part 1) by Subject and 

Achievement Expected  

Group n Fulfilling Its Aims External Validity Bad & Ignore 

  M SD M SD M SD 

Subject        

    Japanese 206 3.66 .72 3.66 .95 2.91 .81 

    French  127 3.54 .75 3.60 1.09 2.70 .80 

    History 214 3.42 .77 3.32 1.07 2.92 .85 

    Mathematics 200 3.37 .80 3.69 1.00 3.06 .72 

Achievement Expected        

    Achieved 207 3.54 .71 3.55 1.05 2.92 .75 

    Merit 338 3.46 .75 3.61 .98 2.93 .83 

    Excellence 202 3.50 .85 3.48 1.09 2.90 .82 

 
  

There were statistically significant main differences among their conceptions of NCEA Part 

One (Fulfilling Its Aims, External Validity, and Bad & Ignore) relating to subject (Λ = .929,  

Mult.F = 6.08, df = 9, 1784, p < .001), but not relating to achievement expected (Λ = .991,  

Mult.F = 1.15, df = 6, 1466, p = .333) or the interaction effects between subject and achievement 

expected (Λ = .963, Mult.F = 1.53, df = 18, 2073, p = .070). An inspection of the univariate 

ANOVAs for subject indicated that all the three factors contributed significantly to the overall 

difference (Fulfilling Its Aims: F = 5.51, df =3, 735, p ≤ .001; External Validity: F = 5.87,  
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df = 3, 735, p ≤ .001; and Bad & Ignore: F = 4.71, df = 3, 735, p < .01). 

Further post hoc Scheffé tests revealed that there were statistically significant differences 

between Japanese and Mathematics (p < .01) for Fulfilling Its Aims. There were also statistically 

significant differences between History and Mathematics (p < .01) for External Validity. A 

statistically significant difference was also found between French and Mathematics (p ≤ .001) for 

Bad & Ignore. These differences were discussed above in the results of the MANOVAs (subject x 

decile).  

 
(3) Conceptions of NCEA (Part 2) 

 The means and standard deviations for the two Conceptions of NCEA (Part 2) factors by 

subject and achievement expected for students are presented in Table 45. 

 
Table 45                                                                                                                                            

Student Means and Standard Deviations for Conceptions of NCEA Part 2 by Subject and 

Achievement Expected  

Group n Preparing For Future Marking Variability 

  M SD M SD 

Subject      

     Japanese 201 3.80 .90 3.95 1.18 

     French  127 3.76 .91 3.88 1.07 

     History 210 3.54 1.00 4.16 1.32 

     Mathematics 197 3.52 .99 3.72 1.33 

Achievement Expected      

    Achieved 198 3.75 .95 3.78 1.24 

    Merit 336 3.66 .91 3.95 1.24 

    Excellence 201 3.52 1.04 4.08 1.29 
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The results of MANOVAs indicated that there were statistically significant differences 

among students relating to subject (Λ = .960, Mult.F = 5.01, df = 6, 1444, p < .001), but not relating 

to achievement expected (Λ = .985, Mult.F = 2.67, df = 4, 1444, p = .031), or the interaction 

between subject and achievement expected (Λ = .986, Mult.F = 0.85, df = 12, 1444, p = .601). An 

inspection of the univariate ANOVAs for subject indicated that Preparing for Future was the only 

factor that contributed significantly to the overall difference (F = 6.05, df = 3, 723, p < .001). Post 

hoc Scheffé tests revealed that there were statistically significant differences between Japanese and 

History (p = .049) and Japanese and Mathematics (p = .039). However, both significance levels 

were over the predetermined cut-off point (i.e., p < .01).  

 
 
(4) Conceptions of Teaching  

 Table 46 presents the means and standard deviations of the Conceptions of Teaching factors 

by subject and achievement expected for students. 
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Table 46                                                                                                                                           

Student Means and Standard Deviations for Conceptions of Teaching by Subject and Achievement 

Expected  

Group n Content & Preparation Motivating to Learn 

  M SD M SD 

Subject      

     Japanese 203 4.36 .89 4.32 .91 

     French  127 4.40 .82 4.10 .91 

     History 214 4.48 .84 4.42 .89 

     Mathematics 199 4.50 .91 4.11 .89 

Achievement Expected      

     Achieved 204 4.43 .91 4.12 .95 

     Merit 336 4.45 .88 4.24 .88 

     Excellence 203 4.44 .81 4.40 .89 

 
 

There were statistically significant differences relating to subject (Λ = .975, Mult.F = 3.11, 

df = 6, 1460, p < .01), but not relating to achievement expected (Λ = .983, Mult.F = 3.05,  

df = 4,1460, p = .016) or the interaction between subject and achievement expected (Λ= .982, 

Mult.F = 1.13, df = 12, 1460, p = .330). An inspection of the univariate ANOVAs for subject 

indicated that Motivating to Learn was the only factor that contributed significantly to the overall 

difference (F = 5.23, df = 3, 731, p ≤ .001). Further post hoc Scheffé tests revealed that there were 

significant differences between Mathematics and History (p < .01). The effect size was d = .35 for 

Motivating to Learn, which is medium. The difference was discussed in the results of the 

MANOVAs (subject x decile).  
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(5) Conceptions of Learning 

Table 47 presents the means and standard deviations of the Conceptions of Learning factor 

by subject and achievement expected for students. 

 
Table 47                                                                                                                                                   

Student Means and Standard Deviations for Conceptions of Learning by Subject and Achievement 

Expected  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Group n Deep Learning 

  M SD 

Subject    

     Japanese 205 3.55 1.01 

     French  128 3.36 .91 

     History 214 3.76 .93 

     Mathematics 201 3.16 .82 

Achievement Expected    

     Achieved 206 3.55 .91 

     Merit 339 3.45 .92 

     Excellence 203 3.42 1.03 

 

An ANOVA was conducted to assess whether there were student differences relating to 

subject and achievement expected for the Deep Learning factor. There were statistically significant 

differences relating to subject (F (3, 736) = 14.85, p < .001), but not relating to achievement 

expected (F (2, 736) = 2.37, p = .094) or the interaction between subject and achievement expected 

(F (6, 736) = 1.30, p = .257). Further post hoc Scheffé tests revealed that there were statistically 

significant differences between History and French (p < .01), and between History and Mathematics 
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(p < .001), and Japanese and Mathematics (p < .001). These differences were discussed above in the 

results of MANOVA (subject x decile).  

 

Results of MANOVAs (Subject x Students’ First Language) 

Tables 48–52 describe students’ mean scores and standard deviations for all factors  

(i.e., Washback of NCEA; Conceptions of NCEA Parts 1 and 2; Conceptions of Teaching; 

Conceptions of Learning) by subject and students’ first language. 
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Table 48                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

Student Means and Standard Deviations for Washback of NCEA by Subject and First Language 

Group n Assisting 
Teaching & 

Learning 
 

Test Overload Demotivation Confusion Focusing on 
Test 

Preparation 

Subject  M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD 

    Japanese 232 3.92 .85 2.96 .97 3.12 1.14 3.67 1.01 4.11 .87 

    French  140 3.78 .74 2.77 1.06 3.32 1.17 3.54 1.08 4.19 .87 

    History 228 3.68 .91 3.07 1.14 3.26 1.24 3.82 1.20 4.28 .84 

    Mathematics 228 3.73 .75 3.08 1.02 3.64 1.06 3.78 .98 4.20 .83 

First Langu  age            

    Confucian 95 3.88 .80 2.85 .99 3.35 1.05 3.71 .93 4.29 .81 

    English 672 3.75 .83 3.02 1.05 3.35 1.18 3.74 1.06 4.16 .86 

    Others 61 3.96 .80 2.93 1.19 3.17 1.17 3.54 1.03 4.39 .75 
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Table 49                                                                                                                                                    

Student Means and Standard Deviations for Conceptions of NCEA Part 1 by Subject and First 

Language  

Group n Fulfilling Its Aims External Validity Bad & Ignore 

  M SD M SD M SD 

Subject        

    Japanese 237 3.64 .75 3.62 .98 2.93 .81 

    French  139 3.52 .74 3.53 1.08 2.72 .82 

    History 229 3.41 .77 3.32 1.08 2.93 .85 

    Mathematics 230 3.38 .78 3.69 .98 3.06 .72 

First Language        

    Confucian 98 3.57 .68 3.65 1.05 3.16 .70 

    English 675 3.45 .77 3.51 1.03 2.90 .82 

    Others 62 3.73 .79 3.71 .99 2.93 .80 
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Table 50                                                                                                                                                  

Student Means and Standard Deviations for Conceptions of NCEA Part 2 by Subject and First 

Language  

Group n Preparing for Future Marking Variability 

  M SD M SD 

Subject      

    Japanese 232 3.77 .92 3.92 1.21 

    French  139 3.75 .90 3.88 1.08 

    History 225 3.53 .98 4.13 1.33 

    Mathematics 226 3.56 .96 3.65 1.31 

First Language      

    Confucian 94 3.57 .94 4.04 1.12 

    English 667 3.63 .96 3.89 1.28 

    Others 61 3.91 .84 3.81 1.22 
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Table 51                                                                                                                                                      

Student Means and Standard Deviations for Conceptions of Teaching by Subject and First 

Language  

Group n Content & Preparation Motivating to Learn 

  M SD M SD 

Subject      

    Japanese 234 4.35 .87 4.30 .88 

    French  139 4.38 .83 4.10 .91 

    History 229 4.47 .84 4.41 .88 

    Mathematics 229 4.51 .88 4.12. .88 

First Language      

    Confucian 96 4.45 .88 4.37 .92 

    English 673 4.42 .87 4.21 .89 

    Others 62 4.52 .73 4.47 .82 
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Table 52                                                                                                                                            

Student Means and Standard Deviations for Conceptions of Learning by Subject and First 

Language                                                                                                                                  

Group n Deep Learning 

  M SD 

Subject    

    Japanese 236 3.50 1.02 

    French  140 3.35 .89 

    History 229 3.74 .94 

    Mathematics 230 3.17 .82 

First Language    

    Confucian 97 3.52 1.02 

    English 676 3.43 .94 

    Others 62 3.53 .95 
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A series of MANOVAs and ANOVAs was conducted to determine whether there were 

differences among students relating to subject and students’ first language for all the factors  

(i.e., Washback of NCEA, Conceptions of NCEA Parts 1 and 2, Conceptions of Teaching, 

Conceptions of Learning). The results indicated that there were no statistically significant main or 

interaction effects for any of the factors. This indicated that the students across all subjects had 

similar means on all the factors regardless of their first language. Thus, students’ first language was 

not a factor which influenced washback of NCEA and beliefs about NCEA, teaching, and learning. 

The results of the MANOVAs and ANOVAs have been omitted here as they indicated no 

statistically significant differences, but they have been included in Appendix B for readers’ 

information.  

 

Multiple regressions 
 
 In order to determine which types of teacher and student beliefs could predict the five types 

of Washback of NCEA (i.e., Assisting Teaching and Learning, Test Overload, Demotivation, 

Confusion, and Focusing on Test Preparation), a series of multiple regressions were carried out 

separately for teachers and students. Given that the majority of washback effects of NCEA and 

beliefs held by teachers and students could be generalised across all subjects, teachers of all 

subjects were put together for the analysis and the same applied to students. The results for teachers 

and students are presented together in Table 53 below.   
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Table 53                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

Multiple Regression Analysis for Beliefs about NCEA, Teaching, Learning, and Teacher Efficacy Predicting Five Types of Washback Effects 

 
 
                                              

Variable Assisting T & L 
β 

Test Overload 
β 

Demotivation 
β 

Confusion 
β 

Focusing on Test 
Preparation 

β 
 

 Teachers 
(n=157) 

Students
(n=818) 

 

Teachers 
(n=157) 

Students
(n=818) 

Teachers 
(n=157) 

Students
(n=817) 

Teachers 
(n=157) 

Students
(n=818) 

Teachers 
(n=157) 

Students 
(n=818) 

Fulfilling Its Aims .87** .61** -0.12 0.00  -.32**  -.22**  -.34**  -.19** -0.01 0.11 

External Validity 0.03 .10** 0.12 -0.08 -0.01 0.08 0.00 -0.03 -0.03 -0.02 

Bad & Ignore 0.04 -0.05   .37**   .41**   .32**   .29** 0.20   .33** 0.05 0.01 

Preparing for Future 0.02 0.07 -0.03 0.02 -0.08  -.11** 0.05 -0.03 0.03 0.08 

Marking Variability -0.09 -0.02 0.06 0.01 -0.04 0.05   .21**   .14** -0.01 -0.02 

Content & Preparation -0.03 0.04 0.05 0.05 0.14 0.07 0.00   .13**   .25**   .20** 

Motivating to Learn 0.06 0.03 0.01 -0.01 0.05 0.07 -0.03 0.07 0.19   .36** 

Deep Learning 0.03 .08** -0.13 -0.01 0.02 -0.05 0.08 0.06 0.14 0.08 

Internal -0.04 - 0.06 - -0.05 - 0.19 - -0.04 - 

External 0.10 - 0.02 - 0.03 -   .23** - -0.05 - 

**p < .01 
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Assisting Teaching and Learning 

 For both teachers and students, the belief Fulfilling Its Aims positively related to 

Assisting Teaching and Learning (Teachers: β = .87; Students: β = .61). Fulfilling Its Aims 

significantly predicted this positive washback effect for teachers (F (10, 146) = 65.55, p < .001). 

For students, the beliefs External Validity (β = .10) and Deep Learning (β = .08) were also 

positively related to Assisting Teaching and Learning. The combination of the three types of beliefs 

significantly predicted the positive washback effect (F (8, 809) = 191.41, p < .001). The adjusted R 

squared value was .82 for teachers and .65 for students. This indicates that 82% of the variance for 

teachers and 65% of the variance for students in Assisting Teaching and Learning were accounted 

for by the model.  

 The results suggested that believing NCEA functions as assessment for learning as well as 

of learning was a strong contributor to predicting Assisting Teaching and Learning for both teachers 

and students. For students, however, External Validity and Deep Learning were weak contributors 

to predicting Assisting Teaching and Learning. 

Test Overload 

 The belief Bad & Ignore was positively related to Test Overload for both teachers and 

students (Teachers: β = .37; Students: β = .41). Bad and Ignore significantly contributed to 

predicting this negative washback (Teachers: F (10, 146) = 5.43, p < .001; Students:  

F (8, 809) = 36.70, p < .001). The adjusted R squared value was .22 for teachers and .26 for 

students. This indicated that 22% of the variance for teachers and 26% of the variance for students 

in Test Overload were explained by the model. Thus, believing that NCEA was bad and the 

assessment results were ignored was a moderate contributor to predicting Test Overload. 
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Demotivation  

 For both teachers and students, the belief Fulfilling Its Aims was negatively related to 

Demotivation (Teachers: β = -.32; Students: β = -.22), while the belief Bad & Ignore was positively 

related to this negative washback effect (Teachers: β = 32; Students: β = .29). The combination of 

these beliefs significantly contributed to predicting the negative washback effect for teachers  

(F (10, 146) = 10.97, p < .001). For students, the belief Preparing For Future was also negatively 

related to the negative washback (β = -.11). Together, these three types of beliefs significantly 

contributed to predicting the negative washback effect (F (8, 808) = 29.57, p < .001). The adjusted 

R squared value was .39 for teachers and .22 for students. This indicates that 39% of the variance 

for teachers and 22% of the variance for students in Demotivation were accounted for by the model.  

 The results suggested that for both teachers and students, the belief that NCEA was 

functioning as an assessment for learning as well as of learning was a moderate contributor to 

predicting a decrease in Demotivation, whereas their belief that NCEA was bad and the assessment 

results were ignored was a moderate contributor to predicting Demotivation. For students, the belief 

that NCEA was helping them prepare for their future was a weak contributor to predicting a 

decrease in this negative washback effect. 

 

Confusion 

 For both teachers and students, the belief that Fulfilling Its Aims was negatively related to 

Confusion (Teachers: β = -.34; Students: β = -.19), while the belief Marking Variability was 

positively related to this negative washback effect (Teachers: β = .21; Students: β = .14). For 

teachers, External Teacher Efficacy was also positively related to the negative washback (β = .23). 

Together, these three types of beliefs significantly contributed to predicting the negative washback 

effect on teachers (F (10, 146) = 10.89, p < .001). For students, the beliefs Bad & Ignore (β = .33) 

and Content & Preparation (β = .13) were also positively related to Confusion. The combination of 

the four types of beliefs significantly contributed to predicting the negative washback effect on 
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students (F (8, 809) = 34.15, p < .001). The adjusted R squared value was .39 for teachers and .25 

for students. This indicates that 39% of the variance for teachers and 25% of the variance for 

students in Confusion were explained by the model.  

 The results suggested that for teachers, the belief that NCEA was functioning as an 

assessment for learning as well as of learning was a moderate contributor to predicting a decrease in 

Confusion. The beliefs that marking practice was inconsistent and teachers had less control over 

their students’ learning were also moderate contributors to predicting this negative washback effect 

on teachers. For students, the belief that marking practice was inconsistent was a moderate 

contributor to predicting Confusion, while the beliefs that NCEA was functioning as an assessment 

for learning as well as of learning, NCEA was bad and the assessment results were ignored, and 

teachers should teach effectively, tailoring lessons to tests, were weak contributors to predicting this 

negative washback effect.  

Focusing on Test Preparation 

For both teachers and students, the belief Content & Preparation was positively related to 

Focusing on Test Preparation (Teachers: β = .25; Students: β = .20). For teachers, this belief 

significantly contributed to predicting this washback effect (F (10, 146) = 2.37, p ≤ .01). For 

students, the belief Motivating to Learn was also positively related to Focusing on Test Preparation 

(β = .36). The combination of these two types of beliefs significantly contributed to predicting this 

washback effect (F (8, 809) = 49.92, p < .001). The adjusted R squared value was .08 for teachers 

and .32 for students. This indicates that 8% of the variance for teachers and 32% of the variance for 

students in Focusing on Test Preparation were accounted for by the model.  

 The results indicated that for both teachers and students, the belief that teachers should teach 

effectively, tailoring lessons to tests was a moderate contributor to predicting the washback effect 

that the content of lessons would be influenced by NCEA. Students’ belief that their teachers were 

motivating them to learn was also a moderate contributor to predicting the washback effect. 
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Discussion 
 

The first research question asked: To what extent are washback effects of NCEA and beliefs 

held by teachers and students mediated by contextual factors? The results of MANOVAs and 

ANOVAs suggested that some contextual factors played a part in bringing about certain types of 

washback effects of NCEA and/or teacher and student beliefs. What was unique in this study was 

that it identified which particular contextual factors had an influence on certain types of washback 

and/or beliefs held by teachers and/or students. 

Three contextual factors influenced washback effects of NCEA and four influenced beliefs. 

The contextual factors which influenced washback were: subject, decile, and achievement expected. 

The medium to large effect sizes suggested that subject was an important factor in the way teachers 

and students interpreted the influence of NCEA on student motivation. A contrast was found 

between the verbal subjects (i.e., Japanese, French, and History) and the numeric subject (i.e., 

Mathematics). Teachers and students of Mathematics were more likely to report the impact of 

NCEA on student motivation negatively. This may indicate that they had concerns about some 

aspects of NCEA assessments which may be irrelevant to the verbal subjects, such as the effect of 

small calculation errors on the level of achievement students would receive, as reported by Alison 

(2005).  

For students, decile also influenced washback although small effect sizes suggested that 

decile was a less important factor compared to subject. A consistent pattern emerged that students at 

lower decile schools were more likely than students at higher decile schools to report washback of 

NCEA positively. The former group, for example, tended to indicate that NCEA was assisting them 

with their learning. Given that low decile schools have a higher ratio of students with lower 

achievement levels (Hipkins & Neill, 2003), this study may lend support to the finding that NCEA 

was providing lower achieving students with more help for their learning (e.g., Alison, 2005; 

Hipkins et al., 2004; Meyer et al., 2006; NZQA, 2006; Stewart et al., 2007). Moreover, students at 

lower decile schools were less likely to report that they were overloaded with assessments and were 
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confused about the system of NCEA. This supports the finding of Hipkins and Neill (2003) that the 

higher the decile of a students’ school the more overloaded they felt. Put another way, the socio-

ecomonic status of schools influenced the way students interpreted their workload. 

The student-specific contextual factor, their expected achievement, directly influenced how 

they reported their experience with NCEA regarding student motivation. Those who considered 

themselves as likely to receive Merit or Excellence reported that NCEA was failing to motivate 

them. This supported the argument of Hipkins et al. (2004) and Meyer et al. (2006) that NCEA was 

discouraging those students who considered themselves high-achieving from striving for their best. 

A recent change which came into force in 2007 to allow endorsement of NCEA certificates if a 

student attains more than 50 credits at Merit or Excellence level is aimed to reduce this 

demotivating effect. This was initiated after the data were collected. The change is reported to have 

been effective (NZQA, 2008). 

The four contextual factors which influenced beliefs held by teachers and/or students were: 

subject, decile, gender, and teaching career. Regarding subject, for both teachers and students, a 

contrast was again found between the verbal and the numeric subjects. Teachers and students of 

Mathematics were less likely than those of the verbal subjects to believe that there was variability in 

marking practice for both internal and external NCEA assessments. The marking practice for a 

verbal subject is more likely to be prone to subjectivity and thus inconsistency because students’ 

output is more ideas-based than non verbal subjects such as mathematics where answers tend to be 

either right or wrong. The much larger effect size for teachers than for students suggested that 

marking variability was less noticeable to students probably because they were less involved in the 

marking practice than are teachers. For teachers and students, a contrast between History and 

Mathematics was found in the influence of subject on their belief about learning. Teachers and 

students of History were more likely than those of Mathematics to believe that learning for NCEA 

assessments was promoting new ways of thinking and understanding. 
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Subject further influenced students’ beliefs about teaching and assessment. The contrasts 

identified were between a verbal and the numeric subjects, indicating the beliefs held by verbal 

subjects were generally positive. For instance, students of History were more likely than those of 

Mathematics to believe that their teachers were concerned with promoting student motivation for 

learning. Students of Japanese were more likely to believe that NCEA was assessment for learning 

as well as of learning. Students of French were less likely to believe that NCEA was interfering 

with their learning. One exception was that students of Mathematics were more likely to believe 

that the results of NCEA external assessments could be trusted. This may sound contradictory, but 

it may be closely related to their belief that marking practice for Mathematics tended to be 

objective. 

Regarding decile, a consistent pattern was identified of a contrast between beliefs of 

teachers and students at lower decile schools and those at higher decile schools although it was a 

less critical factor. The former group was more likely to have positive beliefs about NCEA, 

indicating that learning for NCEA assessments was promoting new ways of thinking and 

understanding. For students, the same contrast was identified, indicating that those at lower decile 

schools were more likely to believe that NCEA was serving as a tool to improve their learning as 

well as a tool to measure their learning. Those students were also less likely than students at higher 

decile schools to perceive NCEA as an inaccurate measure of learning which interfered with their 

learning. This supported the findings reported by various researchers (e.g., Alison, 2005; Hipkins et 

al., 2004; Meyer et al., 2006; NZQA, 2006; Stewart et al., 2007) that NCEA was helping especially 

the lower achieving students. It appears that students at lower decile schools may more readily 

embrace NCEA to guide their own learning than those at higher decile schools. 

For students only, gender influenced their belief that NCEA was helping them prepare for 

their future, including preparing them for external assessments. Female students were more likely 

than males to feel this way. This lends support to the findings reported by NZQA (2006) that female 

students more than male students perceived internal assessments helpful to prepare for their external 
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assessments. For teachers, the length of their teaching career influenced only their belief about 

efficacy. Those with less teaching experience (up to 12 years) were more likely to feel that teachers 

had little control over their students’ achievement because of external factors such as students’ 

family background. Thus, the length of teaching career indeed influenced the level of teacher 

efficacy as found in other studies (Gibson & Brown, 1982; Hoy & Woolfolk, 1993; Tschannen-

Moran & Woolfolk-Hoy, 2002; Tsui, 1995). 

The second research question was: To what extent are washback effects of NCEA mediated 

by the beliefs held by teachers and students? The results of regression analyses suggested that 

beliefs about NCEA, teaching, learning, and teacher efficacy (teachers only) held by teachers and 

students had a major role to play in determining whether washback was interpreted as positive or 

negative. The key finding of the study was that four patterns emerged in the way certain types of 

beliefs functioned as catalysts between NCEA and its washback effects.  

The first pattern was that positive washback was mediated by positive beliefs. Teachers and 

students tended to report washback of NCEA as helpful for their teaching or learning if they 

believed that NCEA was functioning as intended (i.e., helping teachers teach, helping students 

learn, and measuring student ability successfully). This belief seems to have played an extremely 

critical role in bringing about this positive washback effect for teachers because 82% of the positive 

washback could be explained by this single belief. For students, the positive washback effect was 

also mediated by two further types of belief: that the results of NCEA external assessments could be 

trusted and were fair, objective, and accurate; and that NCEA was encouraging new ways of 

thinking and understanding. The combination of these beliefs explained 65% of the positive 

washback for students, suggesting that beliefs play an important role in successful assessment 

reform.  

The second pattern was that negative washback effects were mediated by negative beliefs. 

Teachers and students tended to report that NCEA was demotivating students and overloading both 

teachers and students if they believed that NCEA was interfering with their teaching or learning, 
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and the results of NCEA were ignored. This suggests that these negative beliefs played a major role 

in mediating these negative washback effects. Furthermore, teachers and students tended to report 

that NCEA was confusing if they believed that marking practice for both internal and external 

NCEA assessments was inconsistent.  

This negative washback was also brought about by further beliefs that were either teacher-

specific or student-specific. Teachers tended to be confused by NCEA if they believed that they had 

little control over their students’ learning because of external factors. Tschannen-Moran, et al 

(1998) argued that teachers’ efficacy was related to their willingness to implement innovation and 

experiment with new teaching strategies as well as to their investment of effort in teaching. Thus, 

the finding may suggest that those teachers were confused by a system which required a great deal 

of effort on their part that they were unwilling to expend.  

Two beliefs held by students were likely to contribute to a sense of confusion. One was their 

belief that NCEA was interfering with their learning. The other was their belief that the role of 

teachers was to teach effectively and to prepare them for NCEA assessments. The reason for this 

link between the latter belief and the negative washback of confusion is not clear. It may be because 

students’ belief about their teacher’s role being to take responsibility for their learning indicates a 

reliance on teachers, which is not in line with one of the intentions of NCEA (i.e., encouraging 

students to take more responsibility for their own learning).  

 The third pattern identified in Study Three was that negative washback effects were 

mitigated by positive beliefs. Teachers and students were less likely to report that they were 

confused by NCEA or that it was demotivating for students if they believed that NCEA was 

functioning as intended. Furthermore, students were less likely to report NCEA was demotivating if 

they believed that NCEA was helping them prepare for their future. This pattern further 

demonstrated the important role these positive beliefs could play for successful assessment reform 

by demonstrating their power to reduce negative washback.  
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The last pattern was that a link was identified between NCEA Test Preparation and beliefs 

about the role of teachers. Teachers and students tended to report that teachers were teaching to 

tests if they believed that the role of teachers was to deliver knowledge effectively and to prepare 

students for assessments. This washback effect can be interpreted as either positive or negative in 

nature. It can be argued that teachers and students in this study interpreted it as positive because it 

was linked to teachers’ and students’ beliefs about what constitutes effective teaching and students’ 

beliefs about the motivational role of teachers in the classroom. 

These findings lend support to Burrow’s (2004) claim that patterns might exist in the ways 

beliefs held by teachers and students contribute to the various types of washback effects. Washback 

was previously thought to be inconsistent and unpredictable (e.g., Andrews, 2004; Hayes & Read, 

2004), but the findings of this study may be able to help make washback more predictable. The 

links between beliefs and washback effects discussed above confirmed the power which teachers’ 

and students’ beliefs had in the way washback effects of NCEA were brought about. The findings 

provided at least one catalyst between assessment and desired washback missing from the model 

discussed by Chapman and Snyder (2000), demonstrating how positive washback was closely 

related to positive beliefs, negative washback to negative beliefs, and negative washback was 

mitigated by positive beliefs. An implication of this research is that, for educational reform through 

assessment change to be successful, it seems to be important to ensure that positive beliefs about the 

new assessment, teaching, learning, and teachers’ own ability to influence their students’ 

achievement be promoted. 

To sum up, the study revealed that washback was indeed a complex phenomenon as it 

involved influences from both teachers’ and students’ contextual factors and their beliefs. The 

tendencies identified lend support to Burrow’s (2004) argument that there may be patterns in the 

ways washback would be brought about, rather than to the argument put forward by researchers 

such as Andrews (2004) and Hayes and Read (2004) that washback was unpredictable. 
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Conclusions to Study Three 
 

This study explored the role of teachers’ and students’ beliefs and contextual factors in the 

process of washback. The study identified four patterns in the way washback effects of NCEA were 

mediated by beliefs held by teachers and students. The finding highlighted the critical role of 

positive beliefs in bringing about positive washback as well as minimising negative washback.   

The results also found that while the majority of the washback effects of NCEA and the 

beliefs can be generalised across the four subjects, certain contextual factors influenced certain 

types of washback effects of NCEA and beliefs held by teachers and students. Subject and decile 

influenced both washback and beliefs. Students’ expected achievement only had an influence on 

washback, while teaching career and gender only had an influence on beliefs. Although teachers 

and students sometimes shared the patterns of the way washback and beliefs were mediated by 

contextual factors, it can be argued that washback and beliefs seemed to be more context-dependent 

for students than teachers.  

Implications of establishing the link between teachers’ and students’ beliefs, their contextual 

factors, and washback will be drawn in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER SIX  

CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this research was to investigate the mechanism of washback in the context of 

the National Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA), the newly introduced national 

qualification assessment system in New Zealand. The research investigated washback of NCEA, 

especially on the teaching and learning of Japanese as a foreign language. High-stakes tests have 

been commonly used in many countries in an attempt to bring about intended positive washback on 

teaching and learning. The small number of washback studies in applied linguistics to date has led 

to a limited understanding of washback effects on language teaching and learning, and to a lack of a 

widely accepted model which illustrates the mechanism of washback in the field. The lack of such a 

model also applies to the field of education despite decades of test impact research. In going beyond 

simply identifying the nature of washback, the major contributions of this research have been to 

help further understand how intended positive washback effects are promoted or hindered by certain 

contextual factors and beliefs held by teachers and students, and to propose a washback model 

which demonstrates the role of these factors and beliefs in mediating washback. 

The first section of this chapter will describe the methods and  major findings across all 

studies. This is followed by a discussion of the contribution of the current research to the fields of 

education and applied linguistics. Suggestions for future research will also be described. The final 

section will discuss the implications of the research findings. 

This research consisted of three studies. Studies One and Two addressed the nature of 

washback effects of NCEA as perceived by teachers and students of Japanese and the extent to 

which the identified washback was related to intended and unintended washback of NCEA in the 

literature. In these studies, qualitative data were collected through focus groups: two with teachers 

of Japanese in six schools and seven with students of Japanese in seven schools. The final study in 
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this research used the findings of these two studies to investigate the extent to which washback 

could be generalised across other subjects.  

In order to better understand the mechanism of washback and to evaluate the extent to which 

washback effects were unique to the teaching and learning of Japanese, Study Three included three 

other subjects (i.e., French, History and Mathematics). Data for Study Three were collected through 

anonymous questionnaires which were developed based on the findings in Studies One and Two 

and extensive reading in the area. In order to identify the underlying structure of the questionnaire 

items, factor analyses were carried out, and the resulting factors were used in a series of 

Multivariate Analyses of Variance (MANOVAs) and Analyses of Variance (ANOVAs) to 

investigate whether teachers’ and sudents’ beliefs about washback of NCEA varied depending on 

subject and other contextual factors (i.e., school decile, gender, the length of teaching career and 

achievement expected). Where a statistically significant difference occurred, a post hoc Scheffé test 

was carried out to identify the more specific contributions to these overall differences. Effect sizes 

were also calculated to find out the magnitude of difference. Furthermore, multiple regressions were 

also carried out to explore how certain types of beliefs held by teachers and students contributed to 

various washback effects of NCEA. 

Findings 
 

The focus groups involving teachers and students of Japanese identified various washback 

effects and beliefs which contributed to them. The subsequent study revealed that the large majority 

of these could be generalised across the four subjects (i.e., Japanese, French, History, and 

Mathematics). The results of the three studies in the current research also found that intended 

positive washback effects could be promoted by introducing a new assessment, although unintended 

negative washback effects also resulted. While the research confirmed the complex nature of 

washback, it argued that at least part of the phenomenon of washback can be predictable, rather 

than unpredictable as previously suggested by researchers such as Andrews (2004) and Hayes and 

Read (2004). This section will discuss the key findings of all studies in more detail. 
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The current research uncovered the more universal nature of washback effects of NCEA and 

beliefs across the four subjects. When the washback effects identified among teachers and students 

of Japanese were compared with those among teachers and students of French, History and 

Mathematics, the study found no statistically significant differences in the majority of washback 

effects and beliefs. This suggested that teachers’ experience with NCEA was often similar 

regardless of their subjects and that the same applied to students.  

There were a few effects specific to Japanese identified in focus groups. For example, 

NCEA seemed to be promoting more communicative use of writing skills by including more real-

life tasks such as producing brochures instead of translation tasks. Japanese teachers also reported 

that in their Japanese classes, they were teaching English to students whose first language was other 

than English in order to help them do well in NCEA Japanese reading assessments because the 

response format of NCEA required students to answer these questions all in English. On the whole, 

however, these washback effects seemed minor given the findings in Study Three where washback 

effects could be generalised across the four subjects.  

The findings of this research suggested that assessment change can be a vehicle to bring 

about intended positive washback, as argued by researchers such as Pearson (1988) and Popham 

(1987). All three studies in the current research identified positive washback effects of NCEA that 

were intended by the Ministry of Education and NZQA. For example, NCEA was expected to 

provide a more explicit and transparent focus on standards for students to achieve (Fancy, 2001). 

This was endorsed by teachers and students who reported that NCEA was helping them know 

exactly what to teach and to learn. It was also assumed by the Ministry of Education (1999) that 

NCEA would improve student engagement in learning, help students make informed choices about 

their own study, and help them become more independent as learners. Indeed, this research found 

that teachers were now encouraging students to check their own work against the pre-described 

criteria and that students appeared to be more in charge of their own learning.  
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These findings suggested that the standards-based assessment brought about changes in how 

teachers taught as well as in what teachers taught. The findings were not in line with those reported 

by Alderson and Wall (1993), and Cheng (1997, 1998), that high stakes tests often altered what 

teachers taught, but failed to alter how teachers taught. NCEA was also expected to motivate 

students to strive for higher levels of achievement (Fancy, 2001; NZQA, 2001). This was supported 

by the finding of the current research that NCEA was motivating some students to try harder to 

receive Excellence. The research also found that NCEA was helping students, especially the low 

achieving, to learn, which was explicitly stated as an aim of NCEA by the Ministry of Education 

(2001). Based on these findings, it could be concluded that as intended, NCEA was functioning as 

assessment for learning. On the other hand, all three studies in this research revealed unintended 

negative washback effects, such as that NCEA was causing confusion, failing to motivate students, 

and was overloading teachers and students with assessments. This lends support to Chapman and 

Snyder’s (2000) claim that testing could bring about intended changes in teaching and learning, but 

success was not guaranteed.  

 The current research not only identified the nature of washback effects of NCEA, but also 

some causes of the washback effects. The latter has been considered an especially important aspect 

of recent washback studies (Alderson, 2004; Cheng & Curtis, 2004). The results of the research 

suggested that washback was mediated by various contextual factors and beliefs. This supported the 

argument of many researchers that washback effects were likely to be mediated by numerous 

factors; not only the test itself, but also contextual factors and stakeholders’ beliefs (Alderson, 

2004; Brown, 1997; Shohamy, et al., 1996; Wall, 1996; Watanabe, 1996). This explains why policy 

makers have often failed to bring about intended washback on teaching and learning simply by 

changing assessment (e.g., Cheng, 1997, 1998; McNamara, 2000; Shohamy, 1993; Qi, 2005, 2007), 

As Andrews (2004) and Watanabe (1996) argued, washback indeed seems to be an extremely 

complex phenomenon as intended educational changes can be promoted or hindered by various 

factors.  
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Washback was previously thought to be unpredictable because of the complexity of the 

mechanism of washback (e.g., Andrews, 2004; Hayes & Read, 2004). The current research, 

however, suggested that at least part of the mechanism of washback could be predicted as the 

research demonstrated patterns of the ways certain washback effects were brought about by certain 

types of contextual factors and beliefs. This supported Burrow’s (2004) claim of the possible 

existence of patterns in the ways washback would be brought about. Some contextual factors 

influenced washback directly. For example, a contrast found between the verbal and numeric 

subjects suggested that educational reform involving the implementation of standards-based 

assessment with its greater emphasis on helping students learn rather than ranking them, would be 

more likely to promote motivation among students of verbal subjects than among those of a 

numeric subject. Washback on students’ motivation, however, may not be as positive if students 

perceived themselves as high-achieving. A contrast found between students with a lower socio-

economic status background and those with a higher socio-economic status background implied that 

washback of such an assessment would be more likely to be positive for the former group of 

students.  

This recognition of the power of beliefs could also help predict the nature of washback. The 

results of the present investigation identified major patterns in the ways that washback was 

mediated by beliefs, which was in line with Chapman and Snyder’s (2000) argument that it was 

beliefs held by teachers and students that promoted washback. The pattern that the positive 

washback was mediated by positive beliefs implied that intended washback would be most likely to 

occur when teacher and student beliefs were aligned with the intentions of policy makers. Given 

this pattern, it was not surprising to see that negative washback was mediated by negative beliefs. 

The present investigation revealed that positive beliefs had another function, which was to mitigate 

negative washback. This further confirmed the crucial role that positive beliefs could play in 

bringing about intended positive washback. Thus, it can be argued that understanding beliefs is the 

key to predicting the nature of washback. 
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The research further demonstrated the power of beliefs by illustrating how the same 

washback effects were interpreted as either positive or negative, depending on individuals’ beliefs. 

For example, the new role of the assessment to evaluate students’ performance against pre-

described criteria rather than against other students’ performance appeared to have been accepted 

by the teachers of Japanese who participated in the teacher focus groups. They saw it as positive as 

they believed that students were now encouraged to achieve to the best of their ability. Many 

students in the student focus groups, however, saw the new role as negative. The role of assessment 

as understood by students of Japanese seemed to remain the same as that of the previous norm-

referenced assessment systems (i.e., ranking students). In other words, the students were less likely 

than the teachers to believe that assessment could function as a tool not only to measure students’ 

performance, but also to assist their learning. This may suggest that teachers of Japanese had 

adjusted their beliefs about the role of assessment, whereas students had not made this shift to the 

same degree. Students’ beliefs appeared to be influenced by their parents and others in the 

community, and by media reports (mainly negative). Thus, one might expect that students’ beliefs 

are unlikely to change if beliefs of people around them have not changed. Or such a phenomenon 

may occur when students are considered as recipients of potential benefits by policy makers rather 

than as participants in the process of change of assessment, while teachers are considered as 

participants and are provided with a series of professional development opportunities (Fullan, 

2001).  

The present research also revealed that some contextual factors influenced beliefs. Thus, it 

can be argued that these contextual factors had indirect effects on washback via beliefs. For 

example, a contrast found between the verbal and numeric subjects suggested that teachers and 

students of verbal subjects were more likely to believe that there was inconsistency in marking 

practice. Given the link between this belief and the negative washback of confusion already 

established, subject would be likely to contribute indirectly to a sense of confusion. Teachers with 

less teaching experience (up to 12 years) were more likely to believe students’ learning was 
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influenced by external factors such as their family background. The link between this belief and the 

negative washback of confusion suggested that the length of teaching career contributed to the 

washback indirectly. Female students were more likely than males to believe that NCEA was 

helping them prepare for their future, including preparing them for external assessments. Given the 

negative association established between this type of belief and the demotivating effect of NCEA, 

gender would be likely to have contributed to how students felt about this negative washback. 

These indirect influences of contextual factors on washback make the mechanism of washback 

more complicated, but it can be argued that the patterns identified could indicate pathways to 

washback and make it more predictable.  

Contribution 
 

In the field of education, there has been a serious lack of models which have described the 

mechanism of washback. In the field of applied linguistics, there have been some attempts to 

develop washback models (e.g., Alderson & Wall, 1993; Bailey, 1996; Burrows, 2004; Shih, 2007). 

Such models have been limited in that they have not described exactly how contextual factors and 

beliefs could mediate washback. The current research confirmed the complexity of washback 

discussed in the fields of education and applied linguistics, but indicated that an understanding of 

the belief systems and contextual factors of participants made the effects more apparent. Thus, this 

interdisciplinary research extends the models of washback proposed by Burrows (2004) and Shih 

(2007) by demonstrating that only certain types of washback effects were mediated by certain types 

of contextual factors and beliefs (see Figure 23).  
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Figure 23. A proposed model: Washback mediated by beliefs and contextual factors 

 
 

In the proposed model, beliefs are illustrated as having a direct influence on the way the 

nature of washback is interpreted. The white block arrow shows that beliefs that are positive are 
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likely to bring about positive washback. On the other hand, the black block arrow indicates that 

beliefs that are negative are likely to cause negative washback. Furthermore, beliefs that are 

positive can mitigate negative washback, which is indicated by a dot-shaded arrow in the model. 

Although these patterns were often found in common among teachers and students, more 

opportunities to promote positive washback and to cause negative washback existed for students.  

Two grey block arrows signify the direct influence of contextual factors of teachers and 

students on washback. For teachers and students direct effects are more subject related, indicating 

the distinction between verbal or numeric subjects is likely to determine the nature of washback. 

School decile and achievement expected are also shown to have a direct influence on washback for 

students. Whether students are from lower or higher decile schools and whether they consider 

themselves as lower or higher achieving are further factors which are likely to determine the nature 

of the washback.  

Certain contextual factors are likely to influence particular types of beliefs. Striped block 

arrows illustrate patterns of these influences. For teachers and students, whether their subject is 

verbal or numeric may influence a certain type of belief about assessment. For students, whether 

they are from lower or higher decile schools or they are male or female may also influence certain 

types of belief about assessment. For teachers and students, whether their subject is verbal or 

numeric and whether they are from lower or higher decile schools may also influence beliefs about 

learning. For students alone, their beliefs about teaching are likely to be influenced by the subject. 

Teachers’ views about their own efficacy are likely to be influenced by the length of their teaching 

career. The nature of washback depends on whether these types of beliefs are positive or negative. 

Thus, certain contextual factors arguably influence washback indirectly via beliefs. 

 The model shows that washback and beliefs are more context-dependent for students than 

for teachers, while demonstrating similarities between teachers and students in the extent to which 

contextual factors and beliefs play a role in the process of washback. It can be suggested that it is 

possible to promote intended positive washback where teacher and student beliefs are aligned with 

 



  209

the intentions of the Ministry of Education, and where contexts are supportive. The links 

established between teachers’ and students’ beliefs, their contextual factors, and washback in the 

proposed model are arguably useful to increase understanding of the mechanism of washback of an 

assessment on teaching and learning. By clarifying the link between assessment and desired 

outcomes, the model can potentially help promote intended positive washback while minimising 

undesirable negative washback.  

Future Research 
 

This research has extended the understanding of the mechanism of washback. Future 

research, however, could expand on certain aspects. Self-report data from focus groups and 

questionnaires were used in this research to investigate perceived washback on teachers and 

students. Thus, the washback effects were not necessarily what was actually happening in 

classrooms. Classroom observations which are often employed by washback researchers in the field 

of applied linguistics were not incorporated into the present research because the focus was on 

exploring the role of contextual factors and beliefs in washback. The use of classroom observations 

in future research could add a richer picture of washback than is reported by participants, and could 

well be the focus of future research to relate beliefs and washback to actual classroom behaviour. 

In order to establish generalisability, it would be useful to have a larger sample size, 

especially of teachers, particularly in lower socioeconomic schools. The criteria for selecting 

participating schools led the research to a very small sample size for low decile (1-3) schools. That 

decile played a role in mediating washback may suggest that it would be worthwhile to divide 

participants into more than two groups to identify its role more accurately. 

The finding of the current research suggested that the standards-based assessment was 

influencing some aspects of teaching and learning differently depending on whether the subject was 

verbal or numeric. This contrast is worthy of further investigation. The research included only one 

numeric subject (i.e., mathematics) to compare it with three verbal subjects. Future research could 

involve other numeric subjects such as physics to find out whether the contrast between verbal and 
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numeric subjects can still be identified. The distinction may be between sciences and non-science 

subjects, but the current study suggests it is more related to the marking of responses to closed or 

open questions. It may also be of interest to include subjects with both verbal and numeric 

components such as biology. 

The present research identified the role that various contextual factors (i.e., subject, decile, 

gender, teaching career, and students’ expected achievement) played in the process of washback. 

This is not to say, however, that factors which mediate washback are limited to those included in 

the research. For example, Shih (2007) suggested that beliefs of family members and personal 

characteristics could influence washback on students’ learning. One might also expect beliefs held 

by employers to play a role in the process of washback because they are users of assessment results 

and their beliefs could affect people in the school community. Thus, these factors could well be 

included in future studies of washback effects and the mediating effects of their beliefs. 

To my knowledge, this research was the first to demonstrate exactly how washback was 

mediated by contextual factors and beliefs. Obviously, further investigation is necessary to 

determine whether the patterns identified can be generalised to other settings. The current research 

also found that there were more pathways to positive and negative washback effects for students 

than for teachers. That is, there were more opportunities to promote positive washback, while there 

were also more possibilities for negative washback where students were concerned. This was an 

interesting finding and it merits further investigation. 

While the influence of beliefs on washback was identified in the current research, one might 

argue that the influence could also work the other way (i.e., teachers’ and students’ experience with 

assessment could affect their beliefs). This line of inquiry was beyond the scope of this research, 

but in reality, it would be very likely to see interactions between beliefs and washback. It would be 

a chicken-or-egg question, but it would be worth exploring.  

Although the present research established a link between washback and students’ expected 

(i.e., perceived) achievement, investigating a link between washback and students’ actual learning 
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outcome was also beyond the scope of this research. It would be useful for future research to 

investigate the relationship between the two, given that educational reform through standards-based 

assessment tends to aim explicitly to improve the learning of students of all abilities.  

It should be noted that the proposed model describes the mechanism of washback where 

assessment is not used for school accountability purposes and no school funding incentives or 

sanctions are related to students’ performance on assessment. A model of washback of an 

assessment system with such consequences attached may look more complicated. Thus, 

generalisability of the washback model could be explored in the future. 

Implications 
 

From the findings of the current research, important implications can be drawn for policy 

makers who are involved in educational reform through assessment change. The commonly held 

assumption that intended washback could be brought about just by introducing a new or modified 

assessment (e.g., Chapman & Snyder, 2000) needs to be altered. Supporting the argument of many 

researchers in the fields of education and applied linguistics (e.g., Alderson, 2004; Chapman & 

Snyder, 2000; Fullan, 2001; Shohamy et al., 1996; Wall, 1996; Watanabe, 2004), this research 

demonstrated that washback is a complex phenomenon in that it appears to be mediated by certain 

types of contextual factors and various beliefs held by teachers and students. It is clear that intended 

washback cannot be promoted by changing a test, without taking mediating factors into account.  

It is important for people involved in assessment reform to understand the mechanism of 

washback. While some contextual factors such as subject, decile and gender are out of people’s 

control, their beliefs can be subject to change and influence. This research suggests that for the 

successful implementation of assessment innovations, policy makers need to take into consideration 

the power of beliefs in their planning and strategies. Understanding what types of beliefs lead to 

desired outcomes and what types of beliefs are stumbling blocks would be of use to help promote 

positive washback and to help minimise undesirable negative washback.  
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For example, for a high-stakes assessment to help teaching and learning, it seems vital for 

both teachers and students to believe that the assessment is functioning as assessment for learning 

as well as of learning. Possible negative washback effects that the assessment is failing to motivate 

students and that teachers and students are overloaded with assessments would be likely to be 

minimised if the belief that the assessment is interfering with teaching and learning is reduced. A 

sense of confusion is likely to be reduced if both teachers and students feel that the marking practice 

is at least perceived to be more consistent. Another way to minimise possible negative washback 

effects that the assessment is confusing and failing to motivate students is to demonstrate to 

teachers and students that the assessment is functioning as intended. For teachers, their sense of 

confusion might be reduced if they feel they have more control over their students’ achievement. 

For “teaching to tests” to be considered positive, both teachers and students need to feel that the 

role of teachers is to deliver knowledge effectively, and to prepare their students for assessments.   

Students seem to have more pathways to promote positive washback and to reduce negative 

washback than teachers. The system of assessment is likely to be considered helpful for their 

learning if students feel that external assessments can be trusted and that learning for assessments is 

encouraging them to think in new ways. To minimise the likelihood of assessment failing to 

motivate them, students also need to feel that the assessment system is helping them towards their 

future goals. Policy makers are likely to be able to reduce a sense of confusion by modifying the 

belief that the assessment is interfering with student learning if such a belief is evident among 

students. 

It should be recognised, however, that where belief change is required, this is unlikely to be 

accomplished easily. It will take time and planning (Kumar, et al., 2002; Noble & Smith, 1994b). 

Core values held by some teachers could be threatened by innovation (Fullan, 2001), and they may 

not feel comfortable even if it was introduced to promote student learning (Tschannen-Moran, et al., 

1998). Thus, teachers should be given sufficient time to learn new ways of teaching. Noble and 
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Smith (1994b) suggested that policy makers should provide teachers with mentoring and a series of 

professional development courses and/or seminars in order to assist belief change over time.  

The current research showed that students’ beliefs were influenced by negative images of 

the new assessment system painted by the media and adults around them. Policy makers would 

need to allow students and the whole community to adjust their beliefs, when necessary, with 

multiple opportunities over a prolonged period through publicity and education to learn about the 

rationale for a new assessment system and its benefits. Such strategies could go a long way to 

fostering the development of positive beliefs about the new assessment, in turn fostering positive 

washback. 

The current research aimed to build a much needed bridge between the fields of education 

and applied linguistics in washback research by bringing theories of both fields into one study. The 

proposed model has demonstrated part of the mechanism of washback, while it has confirmed its 

complexity as discussed in the relevant literature. Assessment will probably continue to be used 

around the world as a tool to bring about improvement in teaching and learning. Further 

understanding of the mechanism of washback can help reduce undesirable negative washback and 

can help utilise the full potential of the power of assessment to bring about desired educational 

change. It is hoped that the current investigation might stimulate dialogue among researchers with 

the aim of contributing to the understanding of the mechanism of washback. 
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APPENDIX  1  The Impact of NCEA Questionnaire for Teachers 
 

School: ______________________________________________   Gender (circle one):  Male / Female  
 
Current Year Level(s) taught (Subject): __________    Number of years of teaching [Subject]: __________  
 
Country where you completed most of your schooling:  _____________  Your first language: __________ 
 
 

(a) Please circle ONE 
number to indicate what you 
think about each statement 
using the given scale. 
(b) There are NO right or 
wrong answers. 

     Strongly agree  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6 

    Usually agree  
 
 
 
 
 
 
5 

   Somewhat agree  
 
 
 
 
 
4 

  Slightly agree  
 
 
 
 
3 

 Tend to disagree  
 
 
 
2 

Strongly disagree  
 
 
1 

      
      
      

 
  
NCEA [subject] assessments ... 
1.  identify my students’ strengths and weaknesses. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

2.  affect the way I design classroom activities. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

3.  give me too much administrative work. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

4.  challenge students of all abilities. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

5.  integrate well with my teaching practice. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

6.  are inaccurate measures of student learning. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

7.  effectively determine whether students meet the set standards.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

8.  motivate my students to aim for high levels of achievement. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

9.  force me to teach in a way contrary to my beliefs. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

10.  offer my students clear learning goals. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

11.  are unfair to my students. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

12.  give my students opportunities to evaluate their own learning. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

13.  encourage meaningful professional discussions with other 
teachers of [subject].  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

14.  take up too much of my teaching time. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

15.  allow students to be lazy. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

16.  have little impact on my teaching. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

17.  can determine how much my students have learnt from teaching. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

18.  help me to identify my students’ needs. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

19.  encourage my students to take charge of their own learning. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

20.  measure my students’ ability to think critically. 1 2 3 4 5 6 
 
 

 



  232
     Strongly agree  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6 

    Usually agree  
 
 
 
 
 
 
5 

   Somewhat agree  
 
 
 
 
 
4 

  Slightly agree  
 
 
 
 
3 

 Tend to disagree  
 
 
 
2 

Strongly disagree  
 
 
1 

      
      
      

NCEA [subject] assessments ... 
21.  help my students close gaps between their current level and the 

desired level of achievement. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

22.  interfere with my teaching.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

23.  are more appropriate for higher achieving students.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

24.  cater for individual differences in students by offering a variety 
of assessment tasks.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

25.  have become more important than the joy of learning.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

26.  are successfully measuring my students’ ability in [subject].   1 2 3 4 5 6 

27.  encourage my students to study [subject] all year round.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

28.  help me to know exactly what to teach. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

29.  facilitate productive professional interactions with other subject 
teachers in my school.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

30.  make me reflect on my teaching.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

31.  promote my students’ awareness of their own learning process.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

32.  give my students too heavy a workload.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

33.  are accurately testing my students’ skills or knowledge.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

34.  help my students improve their learning.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

35.  encourage me to foster student independence in their learning.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

36.  take up too much student learning time.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

 
 
The NCEA system ...     
37.  encourages fragmentation of the learning of [subject].  1 2 3 4 5 6 

38.  is a good way to judge a school.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

39.  keeps schools honest and up to standard.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

40.  discourages integrated learning in [subject].  1 2 3 4 5 6 

41.  provides information on how well schools are doing.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

42.  encourages me to give my students a lot of individual attention in 
class. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

43.  is useful to discriminate between students for future education or 
employment opportunities.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

44.  encourages me to concentrate on teaching what is assessed.  1 2 3 4 5 6 
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     Strongly agree  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6 

    Usually agree  
 
 
 
 
 
 
5 

   Somewhat agree  
 
 
 
 
 
4 

  Slightly agree  
 
 
 
 
3 

 Tend to disagree  
 
 
 
2 

Strongly disagree  
 
 
1 

      
      
      

 
The results of NCEA [subject]internal assessments ...                  
45.  are fair and objective. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

46.  provide valuable feedback to students about their performance. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

47.  depend on the judgement of the teacher of [subject]who marks 
the assessments.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

48.  appropriately predict future student performance. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

49.  can be trusted. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

50.  are filed and ignored. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

51.  give my students a clear picture of what they need to do to 
improve.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

 
     
 
The results of NCEA [subject] external assessments ...                  
52.  are fair and objective. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

53.  provide valuable feedback to students about their performance.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

54.  depend on the judgement of the marker. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

55.  appropriately predict future student performance. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

56.  can be trusted.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

57.  are filed and ignored.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

58.  give my students a clear picture of what they need to do to 
improve.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

 
My beliefs about teaching and learning     
59.  Through learning for NCEA [subject] assessments, my students 

can find new ways of looking at things.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 

60.  A teacher of [subject] must expose students to real life situations 
to help them develop their ability in [subject].   

1 2 3 4 5 6 

61.  I expect my students to become more and more interested in 
learning in general through the [subject] course.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

62.  When a student gets a better grade than he/she usually gets, it is 
probably because I found better ways of teaching that student.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

63.  Learning for NCEA [subject] assessments must be done whether 
my students like it or not.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

64.  I focus on promoting students’ motivation in lessons.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

65.  Learning for NCEA [subject] assessments is about memorising 
as much course content as possible.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 
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     Strongly agree  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6 

    Usually agree  
 
 
 
 
 
 
5 

   Somewhat agree  
 
 
 
 
 
4 

  Slightly agree  
 
 
 
 
3 

 Tend to disagree  
 
 
 
2 

Strongly disagree  
 
 
1 

      
      
      

 
My beliefs about teaching and learning     
66.  A teacher of [subject] needs to be highly qualified in [subject] to 

teach it effectively.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 

67.  Teachers have little influence on student achievement when all 
factors are considered.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

68.  Delivering knowledge is the essence of teaching.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

69.  If a student masters a new concept quickly, this is because I 
knew the necessary steps in teaching that concept.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

70.  The role of a teacher of [subject] is to guide students in various 
ways of learning.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

71.  I should spend a lot of time in class training my students to 
answer NCEA-type questions.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

72.  Learning for NCEA [subject] assessments helps my students to 
get on with many different kinds of people in society.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

73.  When a student is having difficulty with a task, I often have 
trouble adjusting it to his/her level.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

74.  Knowing the teaching content thoroughly is the most important 
part of preparing a lesson.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

75.  A teacher of [subject] should promote good learning attitudes in 
students.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

76.  I encourage my students to ask questions during class.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

77.  My main focus is to assist all my students to achieve to the best 
of their ability in NCEA [subject] assessments.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

78.  Learning for NCEA [subject] assessments helps my students to 
widen their views about life.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

79.  Teachers of [subject] should clearly understand the objectives of 
NCEA [subject] assessments.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

80.  When I really try, I can get through to the most difficult students. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

81.  I am very limited in what I can achieve because a student’s home 
environment has a large influence on his/her achievement.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

82.  Learning for NCEA [subject] assessments is about making sense 
of new course content.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

 
Statements about NCEA or NCEA [subject] assessments   
83.  NCEA results should be reported with % marks to distinguish 

between students more appropriately. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

84.  Internal assessments increase my workload unreasonably.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

85.  NCEA is recognised outside New Zealand as an international 
qualification.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

86.  A lack of information on NCEA [subject] assessments is 
confusing me. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 
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Statements about NCEA or NCEA [subject] assessments   
87.  Doing NCEA [subject] assessments is an engaging and enjoyable 

experience for my students. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

88.  Only students who make no mistakes should be able to achieve 
‘Excellence’. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

89.  I make little use of NCEA [subject] results.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

90.  Completing NCEA [subject] internal assessments during the year 
helps students to prepare for external assessments. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

91.  Achieving ‘Excellence’ should be worth more credits than 
‘Achieved’ or ‘Merit’. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

92.  Students should be given the opportunity to resit NCEA [subject] 
internal assessments.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

93.  The standard for NCEA [subject] assessments is set too low for 
high-achieving students to feel motivated. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

94.  Constant changes made to the NCEA system have confused me.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

95.  I encourage my students to analyse their own work to see if they 
have satisfied the criteria.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

96.  A mixture of external and internal NCEA assessments suits the 
learning of [subject].   

1 2 3 4 5 6 

97.  The categories of achievement are too wide to separate able and 
less able students.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

98.  Resits of [subject] internal assessments create a lot of extra work 
for me.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

99.  Some of my students try to reduce their workload by limiting the 
number of assessments they do.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

100. NCEA is a highly regarded qualification in New Zealand.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

101. The number of credits of an NCEA [subject] assessment 
influences the amount of effort students put into studying.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

102. The resit policy for NCEA [subject] internal assessments has 
been made clear to students.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

103. I give my students many practice tests for NCEA [subject] 
assessments. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

104. For my students to do well in NCEA [subject] assessments, I 
need to teach them English words/expressions.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

105. The four levels of achievement (i.e. Not Achieved, Achieved, 
Merit, Excellence) distinguish well between students.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

106. A lack of supporting teaching materials gives me a heavy 
workload.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

107. Lower achieving students can benefit from NCEA [subject] 
assessments.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 
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Statements about NCEA or NCEA [subject] assessments   
108. My relationship with my students influences my assessment of 

their performance in NCEA [subject] internal assessments. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

109. The resit policy varies from subject to subject in our school. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

110. I find it difficult to interpret the marking criteria for [subject] 
internal assessments.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

111. Students are stressed from having too many assessments. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

112. Students should be able to receive ‘Excellence’ without having to 
answer all ‘Achieved’ questions correctly.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

113. Some of my students are demotivated as they feel no need to 
study hard. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

114. Detailed instructions in NCEA [subject] assessments are 
confusing to students.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

115. NCEA helps my students to achieve their future goals.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

116. Completing NCEA [subject] internal assessments during the year 
takes some pressure off students towards the end of the year.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

 
 
Please add any comments about NCEA if you wish: 
 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
After completing the Teacher Questionnaire, please put it in the enclosed returning envelope, 
together with the completed Student Questionnaires you have collected. Please make sure that the 
returning envelope also contains the Consent Forms signed by you and your students. When you are 
sure that all necessary documents are in the envelope, please seal it and give it to your school 
Principal’s Secretary who has been asked to assist by posting it back to me by the end of the FIRST 
TERM with other subject questionnaires. 
 

Thank you very much for your assistance! 
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APPENDIX  2  The Impact of NCEA Questionnaire for Students    
 

School: _______________________________ Year (circle one): 12 / 13    Gender (circle one): Male / Female  
 
Country where you have undertaken most of your schooling: ___________ Your first language: __________ 
 
Overall achievement expected in NCEA Japanese (circle one):Not Achieved / Achieved / Merit / Excellence 
 
 
 

(a) Please circle ONE 
number to indicate what you 
think about each statement 
using the given scale. 
(b) There are NO right or 
wrong answers. 

     Strongly agree  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6 

    Usually agree  
 
 
 
 
 
 
5 

   Somewhat agree  
 
 
 
 
 
4 

  Slightly agree  
 
 
 
 
3 

 Tend to disagree  
 
 
 
2 

Strongly disagree  
 
 
1 

      
      
      

 
 
NCEA [subject] assessments ...                    
1.  identify students’ strengths and weaknesses.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

2.  challenge students of all abilities.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

3.  are inaccurate measures of student learning.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

4.  effectively determine whether students meet the set standards.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

5.  motivate students to aim for high levels of achievement.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

6.  force students to learn in a way contrary to their preferred ways.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

7.  offer students clear learning goals.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

8.  are unfair to students.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

9.  give students opportunities to evaluate their own learning.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

10.  take up too much of our teacher’s teaching time.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

11.  allow students to be lazy.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

12.  have little impact on student learning.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

13.  can determine how much students have learnt from teaching.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

14.  help our [subject] teacher to identify students’ needs.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

15.  encourage students to take charge of their own learning.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

16.  measure students’ ability to think critically.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

17.  help students close gaps between their current level and the 
desired level of achievement.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

18.  interfere with student learning.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

19.  are more appropriate for higher achieving students.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

20.  have become more important than the joy of learning. 1 2 3 4 5 6 
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NCEA [subject] assessments ... 
21.  are successfully measuring students’ ability in [subject].  1 2 3 4 5 6 

22.  encourage students to study [subject] all year round.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

23.  help our [subject] teacher to know exactly what to teach.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

24.  promote students’ awareness of their own learning process.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

25.  give students too heavy a workload.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

26.  are accurately testing students’ skills or knowledge.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

27.  help students improve their learning.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

28.  take up too much student learning time.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

 
 
The NCEA system ...     
29.  encourages students of [subject] to learn disconnected skills.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

30.  is a good way to judge a school.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

31.  keeps schools honest and up to standard.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

32.  discourages making connections between different parts of the 
[subject] course.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

33.  provides information on how well schools are doing.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

34.  is useful to discriminate between students for future education or 
employment opportunities.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

   
     
The results of NCEA [subject] internal assessments ... 
35.  are fair and objective.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

36.  provide valuable feedback to students about their performance.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

37.  depend on the judgement of the teacher of [subject] who marks 
the assessments.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

38.  appropriately predict future student performance.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

39.  can be trusted.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

40.  give students a clear picture of what they need to do to improve. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

41.  are fair and objective.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

42.  provide valuable feedback to students about their performance.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

43.  depend on the judgement of the marker.  1 2 3 4 5 6 
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The results of NCEA [subject] external assessments ... 
44.  appropriately predict future student performance.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

45.  can be trusted.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

46.  give students a clear picture of what they need to do to improve.  1 2 3 4 5 6 
 
My beliefs about teaching and learning   
47.  Our [subject] teacher designs classroom activities based on 

NCEA [subject] assessments. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

48.  Through learning for NCEA [subject] assessments, students can 
find new ways of looking at things.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

49.  A teacher of [subject] must expose students to real life situations 
to help them develop their ability in [subject].  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

50.  Students of [subject] tend to ignore the results of NCEA [subject] 
internal assessments as feedback for their learning. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

51.  Our [subject] teacher expects students to become more and more 
interested in learning in general through the [subject] course.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

52.  Learning for NCEA [subject] assessments must be done whether 
students of [subject] like it or not.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

53.  Our [subject] teacher focuses on promoting students’ motivation 
in lessons.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

54.  Learning for NCEA [subject] assessments is about memorising 
as much course content as possible.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

55.  A teacher of [subject] needs to be highly qualified in [subject] to 
teach it effectively.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

56.  Delivering knowledge is the essence of teaching.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

57.  Our [subject] teacher helps students to develop independence in 
learning. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

58.  The role of a teacher of [subject] is to guide students in various 
ways of learning.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

59.  A teacher of [subject] should spend a lot of time in class training 
students to answer NCEA-type questions.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

60.  Learning for NCEA [subject] assessments helps students to get 
on with many different kinds of people in society.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

61.  Our [subject] teacher gives students a lot of individual attention 
in class. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

62.  For a teacher of Japanese, knowing the teaching content 
thoroughly is the most important part of preparing a lesson.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

63.  A teacher of [subject] should promote good learning attitudes in 
students.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

64.  Our [subject] teacher encourages students to ask questions during 
class.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 
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My beliefs about teaching and learning 
65.  Students of [subject] tend to ignore the results of NCEA [subject] 

external assessments as feedback for their learning. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

66.  Our [subject] teacher’s main focus is to assist all students to 
achieve to the best of their ability in NCEA [subject] 
assessments.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

67.  Learning for NCEA [subject] assessments helps students to 
widen their views about life.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

68.  Teachers of [subject] should clearly understand the objectives of 
NCEA [subject] assessments.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

69.  Learning for NCEA [subject] assessments is about making sense 
of new course content.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

70.  Our [subject] teacher concentrates on teaching what is assessed. 1 2 3 4 5 6 
 
Statements about NCEA or NCEA [subject] assessments 
71.  NCEA results should be reported with % marks to distinguish 

between students more appropriately. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

72.  NCEA is recognised outside New Zealand as an international 
qualification.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

73.  A lack of information on NCEA [subject] assessments is 
confusing students. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

74.  Doing NCEA [subject] assessments is an engaging and enjoyable 
experience for students.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

75.  Only students who make no mistakes should be able to achieve 
‘Excellence’. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

76.  Students of [subject] make little use of NCEA [subject] results.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

77.  Completing NCEA [subject] internal assessments during the year 
helps students to prepare for external assessments.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

78.  Achieving ‘Excellence’ should be worth more credits than 
‘Achieved’ or ‘Merit’.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

79.  Students should be given the opportunity to resit NCEA [subject] 
internal assessments.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

80.  The standard for NCEA [subject] assessments is set too low for 
high-achieving students to feel motivated.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

81.  Constant changes made to the NCEA system have confused 
students.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

82.  Our [subject] teacher encourages students to analyse their own 
work to see if they have satisfied the criteria.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

83.  A mixture of external and internal NCEA assessments suits the 
learning of [subject]. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

84.  The categories of achievement are too wide to separate able and 
less able students.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 
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Statements about NCEA or NCEA [subject] assessments   
85.  Some students try to reduce their workload by limiting the 

number of assessments they do.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 

86.  NCEA is a highly regarded qualification in New Zealand.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

87.  The number of credits of an NCEA [subject] assessment 
influences the amount of effort students put into studying.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

88.  The resit policy for NCEA [subject] internal assessments has 
been made clear to students.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

89.  Our [subject] teacher gives students many practice tests for 
NCEA [subject] assessments.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

90.  For students to do well in NCEA [subject] assessments, our 
[subject] teacher needs to teach English words/expressions.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

91.  The four levels of achievement (i.e. Not Achieved, Achieved, 
Merit, Excellence) distinguish well between students.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

92.  Lower achieving students can benefit from NCEA [subject] 
assessments.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

93.  The relationship between students and their teacher influences 
the teacher’s assessment of their performance in NCEA [subject] 
internal assessments.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

94.  The resit policy varies from subject to subject in our school.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

95.  Students find it difficult to interpret the marking criteria for 
[subject] internal assessments.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

96.  Students are stressed from having too many assessments. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

97.  Students should be able to receive ‘Excellence’ without having to 
answer all ‘Achieved’ questions correctly.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

98.  Some students of [subject] are demotivated as they feel no need 
to study hard.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 

99.  Detailed instructions in NCEA [subject] assessments are 
confusing. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

100. NCEA helps students to achieve their future goals.  1 2 3 4 5 6 

101. Completing NCEA [subject] internal assessments during the year 
takes some pressure off students towards the end of the year. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

 
Please add any comments about NCEA if you wish (use the back of this page if you need more space): 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
After completing the Student Questionnaire, please fold it in half to protect your privacy and give it 
to your [subject] teacher.  

Thank you very much for your assistance! 
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APPENDIX  3                                                                                       
The results of MANOVAs and ANOVAs relating to subject and students’ first language for all 

factors 
 
 
 

Washback of NCEA 
 
          Subject: 
          First Language: 
          Subject * First Language: 

 
 
Λ = .967, Mult.F = 1.85, df = 15, 2242, p = .024 
Λ = .984, Mult.F = 1.32, df = 10, 1624, p = .215 
Λ = .965, Mult.F = 0.98, df = 30, 3250, p = .494 
 
 

Conceptions of NCEA (Part 1) 
 
          Subject: 
          First Language: 
          Subject * First Language: 
 

 
 
Λ = .981, Mult.F = 1.72, df = 9, 1998, p = .079;  
Λ = .986, Mult.F = 1.90, df = 6, 1642, p = .078;  
Λ = .987, Mult.F = 0.61, df = 18, 2323, p = .897 
 
 

Conceptions of NCEA (Part 2) 
 
          Subject: 
          First Language: 
          Subject * First Language: 
 

 
 
Λ = .988, Mult.F = 1.60, df = 6, 1618, p = .142 
Λ = .987, Mult.F = 2.61, df = 4, 1642, p = .034 
Λ = .990, Mult.F = 0.69, df = 12,1618, p = .768 
 
 

Conceptions of Teaching 
 
          Subject: 
          First Language: 
          Subject * First Language: 
 

 
 
Λ = .987, Mult.F = 1.79, df = 6, 1636, p = .097 
Λ = .991, Mult.F = 1.88, df = 4, 1636, p = .112 
Λ = .992, Mult.F = 0.55, df = 12, 1636, p = .884 
 
 

Conceptions of Learning 
 
          Subject: 
          First Language: 
          Subject * First Language: 
 

 
 
F (3, 823) = 3.56, p = .014 
F (2, 823) = 0.15, p = .861 
F (6, 823) = 1.36, p = .146 
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