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Assessment is a key element of this success, in 
partnership with learning, teaching and curriculum.  
When understood and appropriately used, 
assessment is one of the most powerful contributors 
to learning success (e.g. Wiliam 20171). The vision of 
this document is to unleash the power of assessment  
to transform the lives of our learners.

The New Zealand Assessment Institute (NZAI) is 
an assessment network of researchers, teachers, 
professional learning facilitators and various 
educational agencies (e.g. Ministry of Education, 
Education Review Office (ERO), New Zealand 
Qualifications Authority (NZQA), New Zealand Council 
for Educational Research (NZCER)) who advocate for 
aligned theory, policy and practice in assessment for 
the enhancement of learning and teaching.  

We draw on the wisdom of te ao Māori by respecting 
our past to inform our future. The document reflects 
this wisdom by drawing on the work of Aotearoa  
New Zealand experts such as the late Professor  
Terry Crooks in his 1988 seminal work on the impact  
of classroom assessment on students, the multi-
agency team who authored the 2009 Directions 
for Assessment in New Zealand document, the 2011 
Ministry of Education Assessment Position paper  
and the work of international experts.

1 Wiliam D. (2017). Assessment: The Bridge Between Teaching and Learning.  
ATA Magazine - Summer 2017

Foreword

The document provides a useful source of reflection 
and inspiration for educators who are seeking clarity, 
or evaluating current assessment practice in the 
context of the Professional Standards for Teachers. 
We think it may be particularly useful for teams 
engaged in professional learning within Professional 
Growth Cycles. Not only does the document offer 
a synthesis of assessment principles (the ‘why’ 
we do assessment), but it also seeks to align the 
practice (‘how’ we do assessment) and the proof (the 
‘implications and impact’ of the practice). We use the 
words ‘principles, practices and proof’ so that they 
are accessible and memorable for use with learners 
and their parents/whānau to enable the formation 
of strong partnerships in assessment for improved 
learning. Through these partnerships we may see 
greater progress and more equitable learning and 
achievement for all learners in Aotearoa  
New Zealand. 

These assessment principles, practices and proof 
apply to English-medium education. NZAI intends 
to promote the same transparent understanding of 
aromatawai (assessment in Māori-medium education) 
when we have formed an understanding of how to 
capture and express its essence.

Educators, learners/ākonga, and parents/whānau 
dream of and strive for student success. Success is 
reflected in confident and capable learners who are 
secure in their identity, with belief in their capabilities 
and their capacity to achieve their aspirations so they 
enjoy fulfilling lives. 

Dr Jenny Poskitt 
NZAI President
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This document, published in 2021, has been developed 
by the New Zealand Assessment Institute (NZAI), a not-
for-profit advocacy body focused on improving capability 
in educational assessment at all levels of the system. It is 
accompanied by a Companion Guide which suggests ways  
in which the Assessment PPP can be used by personnel 
across the education sector to deepen understanding of  
the effective use of assessment. 

The documents are available in digital form on the  
NZAI website: www.nzai.org.nz/knowledge-centre

Additional resources to support this document can be 
accessed through the website. This dynamic bank of resources 
illustrates ways that schools and agencies might access and 
use the document and provides examples of the assessment 
practices that are advocated within the document. 

You can contact NZAI at www.nzai.org.nz Assessment to Improve Learning: Principles, Practices and Proof 01



In addition, assessment needs to play a key 
role in the building and growth of educational 
relationships in Aotearoa New Zealand, empowering 
Interconnectedness between the different tiers of 
the education system: schools, students, parents/
whānau, and the wider educational sector, including 
academics, professional development facilitators and 
advisers, governmental agencies, and the broader 
community of Aotearoa New Zealand. 

In our view the concept of ako, reciprocal learning 
and teaching, captures this interconnectedness and 
provides the foundational principle that is needed 
if we are to create a ‘system that learns’2, where the 
multiple tiers of the education system learn from 
assessment information and use it primarily for 
improvement.

The assessment principles, practices and proof 
described in the table following have been shaped by 
NZAI members through an analysis of the purposes of 
assessment and the local and international research 
evidence of assessment approaches that best support 
effective learning and teaching.

Introduction

2 Curriculum, Progress and Achievement Advisory Group to the Ministry 
of Education (2019). Strengthening curriculum, progress, and achievement 
in a system that learns.

The role of technology

Many different technologies are now widely used to 
support and enable learning. Curriculum, teaching, 
learning and assessment all have technological 
elements that they did not have even five years ago. 
At its best, technology can assist teaching, learning 
and assessment; it does not replace them. The 
principles and practices of effective assessment still 
hold true and are relevant for evaluating the quality 
and efficacy of the assessment practices employed in 
technological contexts. 

Informal and formal assessment

In the document we describe assessment as ‘informal’ 
or ‘formal’. A conclusive definition of each is difficult 
because it depends on the purpose and use of the 
assessment information. In general, we use the 
term ‘informal’ to mean assessments used within 
the classroom by students and teachers to monitor 
moment-by-moment, day-by-day progress and guide 
the regular teaching-learning-feedback cycle. ‘Formal’ 
assessment refers to assessment where results are 
also used for reporting to parents/whānau, collating 
into school-wide data, or credentialling students’ 
qualifications, such as in NCEA. Formal assessment 
may employ standardised tools but not necessarily so. 
The degree of formality and length of time between 
assessments reflect the particular uses and users of 
the resulting information but the essential purpose 
remains – to support student learning.  

The fundamental purpose of assessment is to 
promote and improve students’ learning as they 
and their teachers respond to the assessment 
information generated. 

The principles, set down in the first column, describe 
what guides assessment. The principles are designed 
to provide a framework to guide, support and evaluate 
system-wide assessment practices that are consistent 
with a ‘system that learns’. 

Principles 
What guides assessment?

Practices 
How do we carry out assessment?

The second column describes assessment practices 
(or how assessment is carried out) at each tier of 
the system. For system-wide effective assessment 
practices, how we carry out assessment considers 
the multiple users of assessment information and 
the types of assessment approaches used, and 
emphasises using assessment for improving learning.

Proof 
How do we know it’s working?

The third column, what we have called proof, 
illustrates what we might look for as evidence at 
each tier of the system that assessment practices are 
fulfilling the principles of effective assessment.

The principles, with their practices and proof,  
are independent but compatible with each other.  
Together they constitute a complete framework 
from which to evaluate the adequacy of assessment 
designed to support learning at multiple levels of the 
education system. 

New Zealand Assessment Institute02



Assessment guides improvement 
in learning and teaching 

1

Practices ProofPrinciples

Students and teachers are partners in assessment. 

Assessment builds the mana and connectedness 
of students. 

Assessment recognises and strengthens student 
agency and engagement.

Student self-and peer-assessment capability is a 
vital component of the assessment process.

Assessment practices are shared and co-constructed, 
where possible, between students and teacher.

Teachers work with students to support them 
to understand the purpose and practice of all 
assessment, whether informal or formal. 

Teachers ensure that students have the skills, 
opportunities and encouragement to work with 
assessment information, to plan pathways to 
improvement. 

Teachers teach, support and nurture student self-and 
peer-assessment capability.

Students have a positive attitude towards assessment 
and understand it as being fundamental to  
their learning. 

Students can describe the purpose of assessments 
and how assessment helps their learning.

Students are skilled at analysing their assessment 
information and working with the teacher to identify 
their next steps in learning.

Students are self-and peer-assessment capable.

Students are confident and self-assured in the 
learning and assessment processes.

Assessment builds 
student agency

2

The primary purpose of assessment is to improve 
learning and teaching.

Assessment in the classroom is integrated with, and 
acts as the bridge between, learning, teaching and 
curriculum. 

Students and teachers trust and use effective 
assessment practices to guide learning and teaching 
and to make improvements.

Students and teachers together consider the impact 
of a teaching-learning-assessment cycle and discuss 
what might need to be improved.

Teachers consider how they can enhance each 
student’s learning and give feedback accordingly. 

Students, teachers, parents/whānau, schools, clusters 
of schools (kāhui ako), and government agencies 
consider the evidence of progress, achievement, 
excellence and equity, and deliberate on what might 
need to be improved.

Students report that they work in partnership with 
their teachers, using assessment to determine their 
next steps in learning.

Teachers’ planning refers to or aligns with assessment 
information, showing intent to meet the diverse needs 
of students.

There is evidence of progress for all students.

There is evidence of improvement in equitable 
outcomes.

Local and national curricula are periodically adjusted 
in response to assessment information

Educational agencies use assessment information to 
contribute to policy and decisions about priorities.

Practices ProofPrinciples
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Necessary and sufficient evidence 
of progress and achievement 
is gathered using a range of 
assessment approaches

3

Curriculum is interconnected with 
learning, teaching and assessment

4

Assessment policies and practices reflect the 
beliefs, values and expectations of the New Zealand 
Curriculum (NZC) which is at the heart of our 
schooling system. 

Assessment of localised curricula is customised by 
schools to reflect the learning contexts that suit their 
students and their environment.

Teachers know NZC curriculum expectations  
and guide students’ learning towards them.

Teachers make curriculum expectations clear  
to students and assess students against them.

Schools access the knowledge of their students, 
parents/whānau and community to customise  
the curriculum and assessment approaches to  
local contexts.

School policies on assessment follow the 
expectations of the NZC. 

Students experience the curriculum as relevant  
and important. Their engagement is strong.

The effectiveness of assessment practices is 
monitored and confirmed by school self-review,  
ERO reports and research. 

Practices ProofPrinciples

A range of assessment approaches is important to 
gain a comprehensive picture of areas of progress, 
areas requiring attention, and the pattern of each 
student's pathway of progress. 

The validity of assessment information is enhanced 
when it includes multiple perspectives/sources and a 
range of approaches.

Overassessment is avoided through ensuring  
that formal assessments are both necessary and,  
in aggregate, sufficient.

The formality and rigour of assessments are related 
to the immediacy of the need for the results to guide 
learning and teaching. Generally, more immediate 
needs for assessment information tend to use less 
formal assessment approaches.

Teachers and students gather and use assessment 
information from a range of sources using informal 
approaches, for example: 

• teacher observations

• anecdotal notes

• portfolios of work

• teacher-made tests/exercises/activities

• students’ own views of their learning and 
achievement

and the results of more formal assessment,  
for example:

• standardised tests

• national assessment resources

Teachers and students negotiate informal and  
formal methods of assessment to guide teaching  
and learning.

Teachers and schools ensure that each formal 
assessment is necessary to provide, in total, sufficient 
information.

Informal ‘moment-by-moment’ assessment is often 
sufficient to guide the next learning or teaching step.

The use of multiple assessment approaches is part  
of a school’s assessment policy.

Students, teachers and parents/whānau have access 
to assessment information that has been gathered 
from a range of sources and is trusted to reliably 
indicate progress and achievement.

Teachers are comfortable with explaining why each 
formal assessment they use is necessary.

Practices ProofPrinciples
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Assessment is fair and serves 
the learning of all students

5

Practices ProofPrinciples

Judgments on progress and achievement are made 
on dependable (valid and reliable) assessment 
information.

Flexible assessment processes in all but standardised 
and external examinations ensure that assessment 
results reflect the capability of each student.

Teachers use their knowledge of curriculum 
expectations and effective assessment to make 
dependable assessment judgments.

Teachers are supported in the use of informal and 
formal assessments to gather, collate and analyse 
dependable data.

Teachers use their knowledge of students, adaptable 
assessment processes and evidence from a range of 
assessments to ensure that assessment judgments 
best reflect student capability.3

Teachers work with students to support the accuracy 
of students’ self and peer assessment capability.

Formal assessment is based on assessment 
methodologies that have known dependability, 
including moderation processes.

Information from a range of assessment sources, 
considered alongside each other, provides a 
dependable basis for guiding teaching and learning, 
and identifying progress and achievement in 
appropriate formats for use at different tiers of the 
system (classroom, school and government agencies).

Assessment decisions are trusted by stakeholders 
(e.g. new teacher trusts assessment results of 
previous teacher, whānau trust assessment 
information provided by teachers).

Assessment information 
is dependable

6

Assessment is appropriate, responsive and fair to the 
diversity of students. 

Assessment responds to the whole child: their cultural 
identity and their cognitive, physical, and social 
development.

Assessment tasks are designed to measure the 
diverse skills of students.

All students have equitable opportunities to show 
what is important to them and their parents/whānau, 
who they are, what they know, and what they  
can do. 

Teachers seek the views of students and parents/
whānau on what is important to assess, to ensure 
there is an equitable representation of diversity. 

The mode and content of assessments are 
appropriate for different groups and individuals.

Students report that assessment approaches  
and tasks are meaningful, appropriate and relevant  
for them. 

Students can relate to assessment tasks, and have 
equitable opportunities to show who they are, and 
what they know and can do.

Students report that the assessment is fair.

Practices ProofPrinciples

3 Except for external examinations, opportunities are available for reassessment, 
for example, resubmission of NCEA internal assessments, and the formulation 
of overall teacher judgments (OTJ). Reasons for reassessment are various - 
sickness, test nerves, family problems at the time of testing and so on – but the 
flexibility of the process does allow this to happen if results from the range of 
assessments do not match with each other, for whatever reason. 
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Assessment information is 
essential at all tiers of the 
education system

7

Teachers

Teachers are assessment capable. Assessment capable teachers:

• use assessment for guiding learning practices  
in the classroom

• involve their students in assessment

• use a variety of methods to assess student 
progress, supplementing informal assessment 
with formal assessment 

• plan assessment activities that further student 
learning 

• gather dependable assessment information:

 - for the students and their parents/whānau

 - for their work in the classroom

 - for the school.

Teachers and students work together to use 
assessment for improvement. 

Teachers comfortably integrate assessment  
with teaching and learning and so have excellent 
knowledge of the progress of their students.

Teachers' planning aligns with assessment 
information.

Students are comfortable with assessment practices 
in the classroom and understand their importance.

Assessment information from teachers is clear,  
useful and dependable for all stakeholders.

Students are assessment capable:

• They know where they are in their learning and 
what they need to do to improve.

• They are involved in decisions about assessment.

Students are the primary owners of their assessment 
information.

Students

Assessment practices used to inform learning: 

• support students to use assessment information

• involve students in assessment decisions

• give students clarity about what is to be learned 
and the pathway to achieve that learning 

• illustrate successful achievement with exemplars

• support students to self-and-peer assess and 
reflect on the results, and give them opportunities 
to do so

• give students effective feedback. 

Students and teachers share and discuss assessment 
information so it is used to further students’ learning 
and adjust teachers’ teaching.

Students:

• can articulate where they are in their learning  
and what their next learning steps are 

• are skilled in assessing their own progress and  
can usefully assess the work of their peers 

• show interest and motivation in their learning 

• look forward to and can initiate assessment  
as a means to improvement.

• can describe how assessment information has 
informed their current learning and goals 

Practices ProofPrinciples
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Parents and whānau 

Parents/whānau have easy access to relatable  
and dependable assessment information about  
their children.

Community consultation gives opportunities 
for parents/whānau to let schools know what is 
important for their children's learning, teaching  
and assessment

Respect is given to school-based and home-based 
learning. 

Schools present parents/whānau with clear, 
comprehensible assessment information in a variety 
of modes, for example, written reports, online access, 
three-way conferencing.

Communication between school and parents/whānau 
is open and respectful, enabling parents/whānau to 
freely discuss their children’s progress  
and achievement with the school.

Schools support students and parents/whānau to  
talk to each other about learning and assessment. 

Schools develop genuine partnerships through 
community consultation to give parents/whānau 
opportunities to communicate what is important to 
them and share their aspirations for their children.

Parents/whānau are satisfied with the quality and 
quantity of information they receive about their 
children’s progress and achievement.

Assessment progress information is clear and  
easily understood.

School policies show that students, their parents/
whānau and the community have opportunities to be 
listened to and communicate what matters to them.

Parents/whānau talk easily and knowledgeably with 
their children and the teacher about the learning. 

Practices ProofPrinciples

School

All teachers are assessment capable.

Assessment information is dependable and able  
to be collated.

Collated assessment information contributes  
to school planning. 

School assessment policies and practices are 
developed and articulated in consultation with  
all staff.

Teachers are supported in the effective use  
of informal and formal assessments.

Teachers are supported to gather, collate and  
analyse dependable data to provide meaningful 
information, easily recorded, to contribute to school-
wide decision making.

Leaders and teachers together create a school culture 
where teachers are comfortable about sharing data to 
work towards improvement.

School assessment policies and practices are  
clearly articulated and understood by all staff.

School leaders and teachers work together and 
share responsibility for student improvement using 
assessment information.

School leaders have dependable and timely 
information to support school planning.

Dependable data is analysed collaboratively and  
used to make improvements.

There is evidence of progress for all students.

There is evidence of improvement in equitable 
outcomes.

Assessment information is 
essential at all tiers of the 
education system

continued7
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Clusters of schools (kāhui ako)

What is to be taught and how it can be assessed  
is a product of consultation across the cluster.

Assessment information from each school is 
dependable and able to be collated.

Collated assessment information gathered across 
schools in the cluster contributes to planning for 
individual schools and the cluster of schools.

Partnerships are developed with schools in the cluster 
to understand and decide what is to be taught and 
how this can be assessed. 

Individual school assessment policies and practices 
are shared across the cluster.

Schools co-ordinate their assessment tools and 
practices where possible so that assessment 
information can be collated. 

Across school leaders gather, collate and facilitate 
analysis and use of assessment information across  
the cluster.

Across-school leaders provide support for teachers  
to use informal and formal assessments, and to 
collect and collate assessment information. 

Across-school leaders create a culture within the 
cluster where teachers and schools are comfortable 
about sharing data.

Cluster schools work together and share  
responsibility for student improvement using 
assessment information. 

Dependable data collected and analysed across  
the cluster contributes to a shared understanding  
of the practices that lead to improvements in student 
learning and achievement.

There is evidence of progress for all students.

There is evidence of improvement in equitable 
outcomes.

Practices ProofPrinciples

Across the system

Assessment information contributes to improvement 
throughout the system – students, teachers, parents/
whānau, schools, clusters, regional and national 
offices of the Ministry of Education, researchers and 
the education profession. 

Local, regional and national stakeholders are 
assessment capable, aware of their role in the 
‘learning education system’ and understand how to 
use assessment information for improvement. 

School assessment data and data-sharing systems 
are coherent so that data can be collated at school, 
cluster, regional and national levels. 

Data collection and sharing systems are user friendly. 

Professional learning on assessment is accessible for 
educators throughout the system.

The Ministry of Education creates a culture where 
schools willingly share their assessment data.

Local, regional and national stakeholders use 
assessment information for improvement. 

Dependable and coherent data is available at school, 
cluster, regional and national levels to enable policy-
making decisions to improve the education system.

The schooling sector trusts and uses system-level 
assessment information. 

Education professionals understand their respective 
roles in the system. 

There is evidence of progress for all students.

There is evidence of improvement in equitable 
outcomes.

Assessment information is 
essential at all tiers of the 
education system

continued7
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There is a considerable body of literature covering 
assessment in its many forms. Key documents are: 
Directions for Assessment in New Zealand (DANZ) 
Report by Michael Absolum, Lester Flockton, John 
Hattie, Rosemary Hipkins and Ian Reid (2009) and 
Ministry of Education Position Paper: Assessment 
(2011). You can find links to both of these documents 
on this Assessment Online TKI webpage:  
https://assessment.tki.org.nz/Assessment-for-
learning/Assessment-position-papers-readings- 
and-resources.

Assessment Online TKI (https://assessment.
tki.org.nz/) and The Education Hub (https://
theeducationhub.org.nz/) are valuable websites for 
gaining comprehensive collections of information 
related to assessment in Aotearoa New Zealand.

As part of the development of the assessment 
principles we have reviewed the various New Zealand 
publications since 1989 that have stated a view about 
the nature and purpose of assessment. We have 
listed these below. The overall core purpose has 
not changed much, if at all since that time. But the 
language used to describe the purpose has  
changed considerably.

1988
Crooks, T. The impact of classroom evaluation 
practices on students. Review of Educational 
Research, 58:4, 438—481

1989
Assessment for Better Learning: A public  
discussion document (Department of Education, 
Wellington, 1989)

Principles of Assessment for Better Learning 

1. The interests of the students shall be paramount. 
Assessment shall be planned and implemented in 
ways which maximise benefits for students, while 
minimising any negative effects on them.

2. The primary purpose of assessment shall be to 
provide information which can be used to identify 
strengths and to guide improvement. In other 
words, it should suggest actions which may be 
taken to improve the educational development 
of students and the quality of educational 
programmes.

3. Assessment information should not be used for 
judgemental or political purposes if such use  
would be likely to cause harm to students or to  
the effectiveness of teachers or schools.

4. Every effort should be made to ensure that 
assessment and evaluation procedures are fair  
to all.

5. Community involvement is essential to the 
credibility and impact of assessment and 
evaluation processes. All parties with a direct 
interest should have an opportunity to contribute 
fully. Self-assessment or self-evaluation is the 
appropriate starting point.

6. Careful consideration should be given to the 
motivational effects of assessment and evaluation 
practices. If particular practices would lead 
to reduced motivation (for students, teachers, 
schools, or the system as a whole), these practices 
are almost certainly undesirable.

7. Proper and useful evaluation of the effectiveness 
of schooling (at a student, teacher, school,  
or system level) requires sensitive attention  
to many factors.

8. In the assessment of intellectual outcomes, 
substantial attention should be devoted to more 
sophisticated skills such as understanding of 
principles, applying knowledge and skills to new 
tasks, and investigating, analysing, and discussing 
complex issues and problems.

9. Emphasis should be given to identifying and 
reporting educational progress and growth, rather 
than to comparisons of individuals or schools.

10. The choices made in reporting assessment and 
evaluation information largely determine the 
benefit or harm resulting from the information. 
For this reason, the selection, presentation, and 
distribution of information must be controlled by 
the principles outlined previously.

1994
Assessment Policy to Practice (Ministry of Education, 
Wellington, 1994, p.8.)

Assessment Principles

All good assessment is built upon the following basic 
principles.

• The purpose of assessment should always  
be explicit.

• The best interests and progress of the student 
should be paramount.

• Where possible, assessment should be an integral 
part of the learning process.

• Assessment information should be shared with 
the student at the time of the event or as soon as 
possible afterwards.

Assessment through the years

• Assessment should be ongoing, accurate,  
and as objective as possible.

• Assessment should take many forms, gathering 
information from several contexts, and using a 
variety of methods according to the needs of the 
student and the nature of what is being assessed. 

• The forms of assessment should be appropriate 
for the knowledge, skills, or attitudes to  
be assessed.

• Effective assessment takes into account varied 
learning styles and cultural expectations, 
especially for those students whose first  
language is not English.

• The assessment activity should be appropriate to 
the age and developmental level of the student.

• The assessment activity should have credibility 
with all those involved in it, and the results should 
be capable of being communicated clearly.

2007
New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 
Wellington, 2007, p.40)

The primary purpose of assessment is to improve 
students’ learning and teachers’ teaching as both 
student and teacher respond to the information that  
it provides. With this in mind, schools need to consider 
how they will gather, analyse, and use assessment 
information so that it is effective in meeting  
this purpose. 

Assessment for the purpose of improving student 
learning is best understood as an ongoing process  
that arises out of the interaction between teaching  
and learning. It involves the focused and timely 
gathering, analysis, interpretation, and use of 
information that can provide evidence of student 
progress. Much of this evidence is “of the moment”. 
Analysis and interpretation often take place in the  
mind of the teacher, who then uses the insights  
gained to shape their actions as they continue  
to work with their students.

Some characteristics of effective assessment

Effective assessment: 

• benefits students – It clarifies for them what  
they know and can do and what they still need  
to learn. When students see that they are making 
progress, their motivation is sustained and their 
confidence increases. 

• involves students – They discuss, clarify, and 
reflect on their goals, strategies, and progress 
with their teachers, their parents, and one another. 

This develops students’ capacity for self- and peer 
assessment, which lead in turn to increased  
self-direction. 

• supports teaching and learning goals – Students 
understand the desired outcomes and the criteria 
for success. Important outcomes are emphasised, 
and the teacher gives feedback that helps the 
students to reach them. 

• is planned and communicated – Outcomes, 
teaching strategies, and assessment criteria are 
carefully matched. Students know in advance how 
and why they are to be assessed. The teacher’s 
programme planning is flexible so that they can 
make changes in response to new information, 
opportunities, or insights. 

• is suited to the purpose – Evidence is obtained 
through a range of informal and formal assessment 
approaches. These approaches are chosen to 
suit the nature of the learning being assessed, 
the varied characteristics and experiences of 
the students, and the purpose for which the 
information is to be used. 

• is valid and fair – Teachers obtain and interpret 
information from a range of sources and then base 
decisions on this evidence, using their professional 
judgment. Conclusions are most likely to be valid 
when the evidence for them comes from more 
than one assessment. Assessment is integral 
to the teaching inquiry process (see page 35) 
because it is the basis for both the focusing inquiry 
and the learning inquiry. 

School-wide assessment 

Schools need to know what impact their programmes 
are having on student learning. An important way of 
getting this information is by collecting and analysing 
school-wide assessment data. Schools can then use 
this information as the basis for changes to policies 
or programmes or changes to teaching practices 
as well as for reporting to the board of trustees, 
parents, and the Ministry of Education. Assessment 
information may also be used to compare the relative 
achievement of different groups of students or to 
compare the achievement of the school’s students 
against national standards. as well as for reporting 
to the board of trustees, parents, and the Ministry 
of Education. Assessment information may also be 
used to compare the relative achievement of different 
groups of students or to compare the achievement of 
the school’s students against national standards. 

Appendix 1
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In the Principles, Practices and Proof table on P11 of this document we have referred to students and teachers 
as needing to be assessment capable. Although we have not comprehensively defined this term, Directions  
for Assessment in New Zealand (DANZ) (2007)4 describes elements of what this state of being might contain. 
Below are excerpts that are particularly relevant.

4 Find the link to this document on Assessment Online TKI - https://assessment.
tki.org.nz/Assessment-for-learning/Assessment-position-papers-readings-and-
resources 

The practice of assessment for learning works best 
when ākonga and their whānau are active participants 
in conversations about learner strengths and 
progress, including: 

• what is being learned

• how the learning connects to their lives 

• the next steps in their learning

• how they can contribute to and support the 
construction of meaningful learning pathways

The assessment information is used to celebrate 
progress and strengths, design next learning 
opportunities, adjust strategies and identify additional 
support needs early.

2020
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Assessment for learning

Enhancing the way assessment is used in the 
classroom promotes learning and wellbeing, and 
informs local curriculum design, raising progress and 
achievement for ākonga and students.

Assessment for learning is about developing the 
capabilities to design and use assessment for its core 
purpose, to support further learning. It involves the 
focused and timely gathering, analysis, interpretation, 
and use of information that can provide evidence of 
ākonga progress

Assessment CapabilityAppendix 2

3. Students who are  
assessment capable

Students who have developed their assessment 
capabilities are able and motivated to access, 
interpret, and use information from quality 
assessments in ways that affirm or further their 
learning. (p19)

3.3 Able and motivated 

The words ‘able and motivated’ acknowledge 
two important aspects of assessment capability: 
knowledge and disposition. Together, students and 
the teacher develop a shared understanding of 
what they are trying to achieve and how to access 
information that will help them in this quest. 

Students need to understand the significance of 
the assessment feedback they receive, and what 
to do next. Knowledge and understanding are not 
sufficient, however—students must also want to make 
the effort and be willing to keep on engaging even 
when they find it difficult to do so. When students are 
actively involved in assessment they are well placed 
to recognise moments of important personal learning 
and, as they develop their assessment capabilities, 
they find learning to be real and relevant, prove that 
they can learn and make progress, and discover how 
to make where-to next decisions. 

In its vision statement, The New Zealand Curriculum 
talks about young people who are confident, 
connected, actively involved, lifelong learners. 
‘Learning to learn’ (‘the curriculum encourages all 
students to reflect on their own learning processes 
and to learn how to learn’) is one of the eight 
principles that ‘underpin all school decision-making’.  
It is our view that students will only learn how to 
learn if they are active participants in the assessment 
of their own learning. As long as their cumulative 
experiences reinforce the idea that assessment is 

something done to them by others—not necessarily 
for their benefit—their engagement is likely to 
be passive. When they discover that assessment 
supports their learning, they are likely to find it 
empowering. (p20).

At times, the act of learning itself may be the focus of 
assessment. Students need to acquire the language 
with which to discuss how they learn, and to gain 
insight into their own particular learning strengths 
and needs. Good assessment feedback is not only 
about the act of learning and its immediate results, 
it can also strengthen students’ learning capabilities 
when used to develop appropriate new challenges. 
Students’ self-confidence grows as they become 
aware of the conditions for learning and find they can 
control some of these conditions. 

Students can also gain insight into their own learning 
via awareness of the differences that exist between 
them and their peers. When given non-judgmental 
opportunities to explore their own cultural values 
and assumptions about assessment and learning, 
students can use the differences that surface to 
further develop their own strengths and identify areas 
for improvement.

3.4 Access, interpret, and use information 

Students need to experience assessment judgments 
as acts of interpretation that support their learning. 
It is important, therefore, that teachers model ways 
of using assessment information that help students 
meet their learning goals. In this way, students  
learn about: 

1.	 Setting	and	clarifying	challenging	learning	goals.	
Like adults, students need to see learning as 
worthwhile, meaningful, and challenging before 
they will participate fully. They need to have at 
least a broad idea what they are attempting to 
achieve, why it matters, and what ultimate success 
might look like. They need to be actively involved 
in developing their own learning goals and 
establishing success criteria. Some of these will 

Key principles: 

• The student is at the centre. 

• The curriculum underpins 
assessment. 

• Assessment capability is 
crucial to improvement. 

• An assessment capable 
system is an accountable 
system. 

• A range of evidence drawn 
from multiple sources enables 
a more accurate response. 

• Effective assessment is reliant 
on quality interactions and 
relationships.

Figure 4: Information Gathering and Sharing
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be short-term and quickly achieved; others will be 
long-term and require considerable persistence. 
Some goals can be specified in detail and will 
look much the same for all students; others will be 
open-ended and allow for considerable variation 
within defined parameters. 

2.	 How	to	access,	interpret	and	use	evidence.	
Students need to be shown what constitutes 
learning progress, what evidence is, and how to 
go about seeking it. They need to learn that the 
sources of evidence may be different, depending 
on the context and goals, and that they will vary in 
terms of their usefulness for learning. They need 
to understand that the meaning of assessment 
information is not necessarily self-evident, and 
that skills of interpretation are needed for deciding 
when and how to act on feedback. In this way, 
using appropriate assessment methods, tools, 
and exemplars, and determining the meaning 
and relevance of the information those tools 
generate, students learn to make judgments about 
their own progress. These judgments become 
more informed as they compare them with their 
teachers’ judgments. With help, students also 
learn how to use the feedback they receive to 
work out where they might go next with their 
learning. Where good reporting systems are used, 
they can track their progress towards longer-term 
goals and be encouraged by evidence of growth. 

Where the partnership between home and school 
is well established, parents know what progress 
their child is making and provide support from 
their end. 

3.	 The	“understanding”	dimensions	of	engagement.	
Learning to learn has a number of important 
cognitive and metacognitive dimensions. Better 
understanding rarely comes about without the 
active engagement of the learner. The richer the 
connections students build between the ideas 
and skills they already have and those that are 
new, the deeper and more durable their learning 
will be. This means that teachers must connect 
with what students bring to school from home, 
from their culture, and by way of previous learning. 
Both teachers and students need good tools, 
strategies, and exemplars that can help them 
make dependable assessment decisions.

As they get older, students should be given more 
practice at making judgments about their learning. 
This supports them to become less reliant on the 
judgments of their teachers and others and better 
able to reflect critically on assessment evidence of 
their own learning progress and goals. Resources 
are needed that can help students develop a 
range of strategies for self and peer assessment. 
Students also need practice in thinking about 
their learning so they can discuss their developing 
understandings with their peers, teachers, and 

parents. By comparing their own approaches with 
those of their peers, they become aware of a wider 
range of possibilities.

4.	 The	emotional	dimensions	of	engagement.	
Students need to learn how their emotional 
responses can support or hinder their learning 
and assessment. What conditions trigger 
disengagement and what strategies best address 
these? The ways in which students respond 
emotionally to challenges and difficulties are 
grounded in their earlier experiences of learning 
and assessment, the learning reputation they have 
acquired over time, and how they, their peers, 
and their teachers view their capabilities. Any 
negative views of their own capabilities need to 
be addressed. If students are taught how to make 
their own assessment decisions and then go on to 
develop these skills throughout the school years, 
they are more likely to have a positive view of 
themselves as learners. To get to this point, they 
need the active support of their teachers.

5.	 The social and cultural dimensions of 
engagement.	Learning is not a discrete and tidy 
package that ‘works’ regardless of context. The 
New Zealand Curriculum identifies other people, 
community knowledge and values, and cultural 
tools as resources that are able to support 
learning. All can provide impetus for learning and 
engagement when they support students to view 
their intellectual efforts as relevant and rewarding. 
Assessment evidence for these dimensions might 
consist of students demonstrating how they 
adapt and use new knowledge in different, even 
unfamiliar, contexts and when interacting with 
different people. Mahuika and Bishop (Appendix 
2, paper 6) argue that Māori students will only be 
offered the educational opportunities that they are 
currently denied when there is a radical shift in the 
cultural dimensions of engagement:

In contrast to those contexts for learning and 
assessment that are currently dominant, mainstream 
classrooms [need to be] places where power is 
shared between self-determining individuals within 
non-dominating relations of interdependence; where 
culture counts; where learning and assessment is 
interactive, dialogic, and spirals; where participants 
are connected and committed to one another and 
where there is a common vision of excellence. 

3.5 Affirm or further learning 

Learning is affirmed when assessment leads 
to a consensus of what has been achieved: the 
teacher and student together recognise and value 
the evidence of learning. Progress can then be 
documented and celebrated, either privately or 
publically. Students are likely to feel more in control 
of and accountable for their own learning if they 
can access and engage with their own assessment 
records. We suggest that electronic portfolios 
and databases offer considerable potential for 
the interactive compilation of records of learning. 
Learning is furthered when assessment provides 
direction, new challenges, and indicates what support 
is needed. Assessment for this purpose can be 
thought of as an ‘inquiry into learning’. It may involve 
the student working on their own, working with 
peers, or the student and teacher working together. 
The language found in any materials used for 
organising evidence and making judgments (rubrics, 
criteria, scales, portfolio frameworks, etc.) should be 
accessible to students and have meaning for them. 
Students should be able to use feedback to clarify 
their learning needs in relation to goals that matter to 
them and those who support them.
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4. Teacher and school leader 
assessment capability 

4.1 Assessment capable teachers 

Teachers are the orchestrators, encouragers, 
interpreters, and mediators of learning. They need 
to understand how students can use and value 
assessment as a powerful means of furthering 
their own learning. As the experts in the learning 
partnership, teachers need to take the lead in all 
assessment that students cannot manage without 
support. But they need to do so in ways that 
encourage students to feel deeply accountable for 
their own progress and support them to become 
motivated, effective, self regulating learners. To do 
this, teachers clearly need to be knowledgeable 
about the curriculum and teaching, but they also 
require well developed assessment capabilities 
and the motivation to use these to forge learning 
partnerships with their students. 

Teachers also need to know how to gather the 
assessment information that other stakeholders 
require, and how to pass it on in ways that are 
consistent with, and supportive of, student learning.

4.1.1 Able and motivated 

Just as for students, the words ‘able and motivated’ 
point to two important aspects of teacher 
assessment capability: knowledge and disposition. 
Together, students and teacher construct a shared 
understanding of what they are trying to achieve, what 
information will help them in their quest, and how that 
information can be obtained. 

Teacher assessment capability includes awareness 
of the effects of assessment on learners. Any given 
assessment activity either supports or diminishes 
motivation for learning, depending on who initiates 
it, how it is designed and enacted, who owns the 
information that is gained, and the use that is made of 
it. Teachers need to know exactly how an assessment 
should assist students to learn, and how to check 
whether it has done so. They also need to understand 
the meaning that students read into an assessment—
and into the feedback that they subsequently receive. 

None of the benefits of participatory assessment 
practices will be realised if students do not feel safe 
and supported to take risks, make errors,  
and extend themselves. This requires a classroom 
climate where mistakes are seen as opportunities, 
and where shared conversations about the nature of 

learning are commonplace. Students need to be able 
to discuss not only what but how they are learning, 
and to cite evidence of achievement on both these 
dimensions. The nature of learning is often treated 
as a given; teachers need the knowledge and skills 
that enable them to make the implicit explicit, and 
therefore a topic of discussion.

There are important cultural considerations involved 
when thinking about learning and assessment. What 
is valued in one context may not be valued in another. 
For example, some cultures have a collectivist 
view of learning. For students from such cultures, 
collaborative demonstration of shared progress 
may motivate learning in ways that individualistic, 
competitive assessments will not. It is important, 
however, that teachers do not make assumptions 
that amount to little more than replacing one set 
of stereotypes with another. Rather, they need to 
develop strategies for supporting their students to 
construct meaning from assessments. 

4.1.2 Accessing, interpreting, and using information 

Once learning goals have been clarified, teachers 
need to be able to choose from the available 
assessment approaches and tools those that will best 
help them and their students

(i) judge how well those goals have been met, and 

(ii) determine future directions for learning.

When teachers have used an approach or tool, they 
need to be able to interpret the information that has 
been gained and to share it with students (and, where 
appropriate, with parents) so that they can understand 
it too. It is crucial that both the evidence used and the 
decisions made are dependable. 

It is also crucial that teachers recognise when they 
have insufficient evidence (or the wrong kind of 
evidence) on which to base a good judgment—in 
other words, that they recognise what the available 
data cannot tell them. Teacher capability in these 
areas can be strengthened by participation in pre- 
and post-moderation processes and the use of  
good exemplars. 

Many would find it helpful to have an additional layer 
of curriculum support that gives them a clearer sense 
of ‘where to next’. Where appropriate and possible, 
the development of clearly specified learning 
progressions and resources indexed to them could 
provide this support. Such tools would be educative 
for teachers, a means of building their assessment 
capability.

4.1.3 Affirming and furthering learning 

Formal, documented assessment judgments must 
be seen to be dependable and consistent across 
different learning contexts if they are to meaningfully 
affirm learning and progress. Teachers need access 
to assessment tools that will allow them and their 
students to make such judgments. As mentioned in 
the previous section, teachers need tools that not only 
make learning transparent but also support continued 
learning by identifying possible future directions. 

Other partners in learning, especially parents, need 
meaningful, documented assessment information 
so that they can play an informed role in supporting 
the learning of their children. Because students 
have numerous teachers over their years at school, 
assessment information needs to be available in forms 
that can constructively be shared at the transitions, 
whether class-to-class or school-to-school. 
Assessment information is often stored piecemeal, 
meaning that it cannot always be retrieved in timely 
fashion and that its potential usefulness is diminished. 
We return to the issue of information transfer in  
Section 7.5.3. 

Teachers and school leaders need to have their 
professional learning affirmed and furthered. It is 
important that they can analyse student assessment 

data without the anxiety that their findings might 
be used as evidence against them. This means that 
school leaders need to recognise assessment as 
a vital part of teaching as inquiry and ensure that 
assessment information is used in ways that respect 
teachers as well as students and affirm and further 
teacher learning. It also means that school leaders 
need to be able to frankly analyse whole-school 
assessment data without fearing that their findings 
may be used against them by central agencies. 

4.2 What is needed of school leaders? 

School leaders need assessment capability so that 
they can establish goals and expectations, provide 
appropriate support and feedback for classroom 
teachers, plan assessment-related professional 
development, recognise the implications for 
assessment of other professional learning, ensure 
that teachers have the resources they need for their 
assessment programme, and provide additional 
support for students whose achievement is lagging 
behind. Principals do not have to have all the 
expertise, but it is important that they show by their 
actions and words that assessment matters, and that 
they position themselves as learners alongside  
their colleagues. 
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A school needs aggregated achievement information 
to determine how successful it is in helping all its 
students make worthwhile progress. Leaders need to 
rationalise formal school-wide assessment to ensure 
that assessment activities do not actually get in the 
way of student learning and that judgments made 
for evaluative purposes also contribute to the pursuit 
of the school’s vision. Appropriate choice of tools is 
important. Preference should be given to tools that 
further learning at the same time as they provide 
dependable information about the standard and/or 
rate of learning. Leaders need to be able to effectively 
articulate their school’s approach to assessment. 
The strategic plan should be readily understood by 
all members of the school community and have the 
support of the board of trustees and parents. Methods 
of communicating progress need to align with the 
school’s vision for student learning, promoting 
dialogue with and the active participation of parents 
and whānau. 

To achieve these goals, school leaders need  
access to models of good assessment practice and 
to be able to recognise implications for their own 
professional learning.
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