
Achievement in  
English: viewing

Summary of results from the 2015 National Monitoring Study of Student Achievement 
for teachers and principals

Purpose 
The National Monitoring Study of Student Achievement (NMSSA) is designed to assess 
and understand student achievement across the New Zealand Curriculum (NZC) at Year 4 
and Year 8 in English-medium state schools. 

What we assessed 
In 2015, we assessed achievement in English: viewing in Years 4 and 8 using nationally 
representative samples of about 2,200 students from 100 schools at each year level. The 
study used a paper and pencil assessment developed by the NMSSA project team called 
the Knowledge and Application of Viewing in English (KAVE) assessment. 

The KAVE assessment asked students to locate and recall, integrate and interpret, and 
critique and evaluate ideas and information from a range of visual texts, and from blended 
texts that combined visual and textual elements.

Scores on the KAVE assessment were located on a measurement scale (see graph at 
top right). A curriculum alignment exercise was used to define the minimum scores on 
the KAVE scale that indicated students were achieving, on balance, the achievement 
objectives at each of curriculum levels 2 to 4. 

Teachers and principals responded to questionnaires, which included items about the 
teaching and learning programmes in English: viewing at their schools.

Key findings 
• At Year 4, 77 percent of students scored at curriculum level 2 or above and at Year 8, 

63 percent of students scored at curriculum level 4 or above. 

• On average, Year 8 students scored 28 scale score units higher than Year 4 students, 
indicating that between Year 4 and Year 8 students made, on average, 7 scale score 
units of ‘progress’ per year. 

• Māori students scored lower, on average, than non-Māori students (by 8 and 12 scale 
score units at Year 4 and Year 8, respectively).

• Pasifika students scored lower, on average, than non-Pasifika students (by 11 and  
14 scale score units at Year 4 and Year 8, respectively).

• Girls scored higher, on average, than boys by 7 scale score units at Year 4 and 8 scale 
score units at Year 8. 

• Generally, teachers were confident about their preparedness to teach English: 
viewing and most indicated that viewing was a regular component of their English 
programmes.

• Principals were generally positive about the quality of teaching and learning 
programmes in English: viewing in their schools.

Distribution of scores on the 
Knowledge and Application of 
Viewing in English (KAVE) scale

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

140

160

180

KA
VE

 s
ca

le
 s

co
re

Year  4 Year  8

Note: The blurred lines show the boundaries 
between curriculum levels. The lines are blurred 
to indicate the margin of error associated with 
defining boundaries.

Percentage of Year 4 students achieving 
at curriculum level 2 and above

75% − 79%
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Percentage of Year 8 students achieving 
at curriculum level 4 and above

61% − 66%
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Note: The unshaded ‘fan’ on each dial is used 
to show the margin of error associated with 
the percentage reported.



What students know and can do in English: viewing
The graphic below shows the relationship between scale scores on the KAVE assessment, the knowledge and skills that were 
typically demonstrated by students in their responses to the KAVE tasks and achievement against the curriculum. The descriptors 
(on the left) and the example questions and student responses (on the right) show how the knowledge and skills typically 
demonstrated by students on the KAVE assessment became increasingly complex as scores progressed from low to high.
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Students achieving at this part of the scale typically:
• use visual elements and/or design elements of 

both visual and blended texts in integrating and 
interpreting their responses

• understand and use basic symbolism (signifier 
+ signified = sign) – for example: words, letters, 
paintings (signifiers) are associated with ideas (what 
is signified) and that together the signifier and the 
signified make the meaning or sign

• make meaning using connotation (implication, 
suggestion, emotional overtone)

• understand that texts are created for an audience
• use prior knowledge to make meaning using 

representation and/or symbolism.
They may begin to:
• consider the context, culture, and history of a text
• consider how myths, cultural symbols, and messages 

affect meaning
• consider how the text affects them – for example, 

consider how the subject matter affects their 
response.

Question: The ship is a gold colour. What is the effect of this?
Response: Gold is the colour of victory; it shows they are determined to win. 

Uses prior knowledge to make connotative meaning. Understands representation/
symbolism in making the connection that gold is a powerful victorious colour and 
therefore so is the ship.

Question: The ship takes up a lot of space on the page.  
What is the effect of this?
Response: To be a Goliath of the seas, to intimidate the viewer. 

Uses prior knowledge in describing representation/symbolism. Understands the 
illustrator is creating for an audience.

Question: The mother’s hair is yellow around the outside edge.  
Why might this be?
Response: The sun is shining behind the mother’s body, and since the colour 
combination looks like a flame, we see the mother’s warmth in the image. 

Uses representation/symbolism in describing the effect in a figurative manner. 

Question: What kind of character is the woman bringing in the tea tray?  
What do you see that makes you think this?
Response: I think the woman bringing in the tray is the main character. Her face 
is drawn with less angular lines, which makes her look kinder and less hostile. 
Also she is the only one of the four who is smiling.

Uses prior knowledge with added details from the image to make a logical, literal 
interpretation. Also highlights an illustration technique used by the illustrator.

Students achieving at this part of the scale typically:
• give logical interpretations with evidence from the 

image to support their answer
• are able to make connections between, and compare 

and contrast multiple pieces of evidence from both 
visual and blended texts

• use the basic elements of visual texts and the basic 
design elements of blended texts to support their 
interpretations.

They may begin to:
• understand that texts are created for an audience
• use prior knowledge to make meaning through basic 

forms of representation and/or symbolism.

Question: In panel one, Dad is unsure about something. What do you see 
and read that tells you this?
Response: He is unsure about where he put his keys. You can see this from his 
actions because he is scratching his head, he has raised his eyebrow and he has 
got his hand on his hip. Also the author has used a question mark.

Question: Look at the woman throwing cards behind her back. 
a) Describe the colour and shape of her eyes. 
b) What do her eyes tell you about her?

Response: She knows she is doing something wrong. Her arched eyebrows 
make her look greedy and her eyes are squinted in a malicious look of 
eagerness. 

The above responses all give logical literal interpretations with evidence from the 
image to support their answer.

Students achieving at this part of the scale typically:
• are able to focus on what is presented in visual and 

blended texts, and take an inventory of the contents
• can notice and name the basic elements of visual texts 

and the basic design elements of blended texts
• notice denotation in making literal meaning from the text.

They may begin to:
• use evidence from the image to support their answer
• use the basic elements of visual texts and the basic 

design elements of blended texts to support their 
interpretations.

Question: The woman running down the path is a maid. What do you see 
that shows you this?
Response: She is wearing an apron and is holding a duster.

Question: In the first part, the writing says there were fierce storms and 
thunder and lightning. What do you see that shows you this?
Response: A brightly coloured background and waves.

Both of the above responses name two pieces of evidence to give a literal answer.

Students achieving at this part of the scale typically:
• give literal answers without any evidence from the 

visual or blended text
• or give literal answers with evidence that is not logical 

or needs more explaining.

Question: The sky to the right of the ship is getting darker.  
What could this mean?
Response: The sky is black because it is night time.

Question: In panel one, Dad is unsure about something. What do you see 
and read that tells you this?
Response: The look on his face and his actions.

Both responses need a more comprehensive answer, otherwise they indicate a lack 
of comprehension. For example, the second response needs to describe the facial 
expression and actions.

The full report on English: viewing can be found at http://nmssa.otago.ac.nz . For further information contact: 
National Monitoring Study of Student Achievement, Educational Assessment Research Unit,  University of Otago, Box 56, Dunedin 9054, New Zealand 
email:  nmssa@otago.ac.nz     •      tel:  0800 808 561     •      fax: 03 479 7550

For an example of a KAVE assessment task see the Key Findings report for English: viewing.


