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Key Points 
• the RAINS report was based on a three year qualitative research project including 

in-depth engagement with six schools from 2010-2013 

• researchers found that New Zealand is caught up in a global ‘audit culture’ in education, 
centred on comparisons of student achievement data, which is affecting the culture of 
New Zealand primary schooling quite quickly. 

• patterns in the research show negative consequences already - for example, teachers 
highlighting children's failure on classroom walls and preparing new entrants for tests;  
ESOL children and those with special needs are particularly disadvantaged; 
intensification of teacher workload away from direct teaching; and some parents not 
sharing reports with children because of the National Standards judgements. 

• the RAINS research also suggests some schools and their children are more likely to 
experience the damaging effects of the National Standards policy than others. They 
include low socio-economic schools or schools with lots of English Language Learners 
or special needs children (because National Standards are based on raw achievement 
rather than value-added), full primaries and especially intermediates (because the 
National Standards apparently get harder against national norms towards the older 
primary years) and large schools (because of the extra demands of moderation and 
checking of judgements). They also include schools where issues of school choice are 
more to the fore (because of the range of schools available or because of a particularly 
aspirant or anxious community). 

• Such concerns about the National Standards have to be taken more seriously because 
they have surfaced while New Zealand’s version of high-stakes assessment has still 
been in an embryonic stage. The conditions are ripe for much worse effects if the market 
and central accountability pressures on schools increase. There is likely to have been 
significant under-reporting of the impact of National Standards from the staff of schools 
in the research. 

• Conversely, lack of understanding of the National Standards amongst parents remains 
poor. 



 

 

 

Key Points (continued) 
• Most children showed little interest in the Standards, which begs the question of what 

difference they are making to children’s learning. However, some older children 
articulated thoughts and feeling about the National Standards that should cause 
concern. It was also apparent that the children in the RAINS schools were very aware of 
their positioning in the groups within their classes. This could result in a negative impact 
on children’s social and academic identities.  

• National Standards are not going to avoid the international problems of high-stakes 
assessment. Just how destructive it gets depends partly on future policy and the extent 
to which the public data and target-setting regime continues to develop and partly on the 
particular nature of the children and schools concerned. There isn't much evidence yet 
that the release of data has been an important driver of the way the schools have 
responded to National Standards with the exception of Magenta, which, as a rural school 
facing some demographic decline, was very conscious of anything that could influence 
community perception. For most of the schools the release of data sits in the 
background. 

• Policies that would 'raise the temperature’ further around National Standards judgements 
and amplify the problems in schools that the researchers identified include: 

• the data becoming more frequently and strongly used for target-setting or evaluation by 
the Ministry or ERO 

• the National Standards data starting to become used for the evaluation of teachers or 
senior staff, and  

• the data beginning to capture interest of the public in a way that might really have an 
effect on school choice. 

Conclusion 
• “The key message of this final RAINS report is that despite bringing some gains, the 

Standards approach is starting to damage the culture of schools. Unsurprisingly, this 
damage relates to the particular features of the National Standards approach and of 
New Zealand schools, and so the nature of the damage is distinctive compared to 
high-stakes assessment regimes overseas.  

• In our view the National Standards approach needs to be significantly overhauled in a 
way that reduces the potential for damage, while leaving in place some of the more 
positive features around engaging with the curriculum that RAINS teachers and 
principals have identified. 

 



 

 

Conclusion (continued) 
• We would: 

 be fairer to children in the later primary years by changing teachers’ 
expectations of progression through the curriculum levels to be in line 
with national norms; 

 reduce adverse positioning and labelling caused by the crude four-point 
scale by abandoning it and instead reporting whichever underlying 
curriculum level a child has reached; 

 provide extra help and resources for those children who need it but with 
clear guidance to teachers that discussion or assessment artefacts that 
children are exposed to should be about their progress against curriculum 
levels rather than involve comparison with age cohorts or classmates; 

 focus most discussion with parents on progress against curriculum levels. 
Be willing to discuss age-related expectations of children and any other 
matters that parents want to discuss, but only in ways that are mindful of 
the potential for damage such as lowered expectations; 

 discourage over-the-top OTJ-making by leaving it up to schools how to 
determine student achievement against curriculum levels, while informing 
their decisions through high-quality professional development; 

 substantially reduce the emphasis on reading, writing and maths 
assessment within schools by abandoning the nationwide collection and 
public reporting of primary achievement data, instead gathering 
system-wide information through a national sampling approach; and 

 continue with ERO reviews while informing reviewers with better policy 
and professional development.. 

Finally, we note that the real story about New Zealand schooling is not about a loss of standards 
but of growing inequality. This was well reflected in the RAINS case study schools which 
although all well-resourced in material terms served children from differentially resourced 
background and were concentrating their efforts on correspondingly different teaching and 
learning. In this segregated context, the entrenchment of a two-tier curriculum and 
corresponding life chances seem all too likely if we continue with the National Standards and 
publication of data.” 

You can download the full RAINS report and case studies at www.nzei.org.nz. 

http://www.nzei.org.nz/

	Summary of Research, Analysis and Insight into National Standards (RAINS) Project
	Key Points
	Key Points (continued)
	Conclusion
	Conclusion (continued)


