
Learning Languages

Summary of results from the 2016 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 2016, we looked at students’ opportunities and experiences in the Learning Languages 
learning area of the NZC. Learning Languages encompasses international languages and 
two official languages of New Zealand: te reo Māori and New Zealand Sign Language.  
Unlike other learning areas where curriculum levels generally relate to years at school, 
in Learning Languages, the levels describe learning progressions that can have as their 
starting point either a 5-year-old student or a 13-year-old student.  The study’s focus on 
international languages was confined to Year 8. 
In the NMSSA study, students, teachers and principals responded to questionnaires that 
included questions about students’ experiences of learning a language, how teachers organise 
their language learning programmes, and schools’ provision for learning languages. 
The study incorporated a minor achievement focus on te reo Māori. To explore an aspect 
of students’ proficiency in te reo Māori, a short assessment was developed. The te reo 
Māori (TRM) assessment gauged students’ knowledge and understanding of te reo Māori 
words and phrases, with an emphasis on curriculum level 1 (Taumata 1) of the curriculum 
guidelines. All students completed the computer-administered TRM assessment. 
Achievement on the TRM assessment was reported on a measurement scale that covered 
both year levels. The TRM scale was divided into four performance bands (Taumata 
1-Wāhanga 1 [level1, band 1] to Taumata 1-Wāhanga 4 [level 1, band 4]). Each successive 
band represents an increasing level of achievement within curriculum level 1.

Key findings
• Sixty-one percent of Year 8 students were learning an international language at school. 
• French and Spanish were the most frequently studied international languages,  

closely followed by Mandarin and Japanese. 
• The majority of principals indicated that learning New Zealand Sign Language (NZSL)  

at school was important, but indicated that students had limited opportunities to  
learn NZSL at school.

• The majority of teachers, principals and students thought learning te reo Māori  
was important.

• On average, Year 8 students scored 21 units higher on the TRM scale than Year 4 
students, indicating that between Year 4 and Year 8 students made, on average,  
5 scale score units of ‘progress’ per year. 

• At both Year 4 and Year 8 Māori students scored higher on the TRM assessment  
than non-Māori students, and students from low decile schools1 scored higher  
than those from high decile schools.

• Around 45 percent of principals at each year level said they had employed specialist 
language teachers to teach te reo Māori in 2016.

Percentage of Year 8 students studying  
each international language
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Principals’ reports of opportunities to learn an 
international language, by school decile band
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Year 8 students’ perceptions of their international 
language learning experiences

We learn to say new words and
phrases in this language.

We learn about culture, like
some of the people’s customs,

special foods and music.

I practise using this
language in class.

We play games in class, using
this language.

I read books or websites
written in this language.

I talk to friends in this
language in the playground

I hear teachers talk to one
another in this language.
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 The full report on learning languages can be found at http://nmssa.otago.ac.nz . For further information contact: 
NMSSA, Educational Assessment Research Unit,  University of Otago, Box 56, Dunedin 9054, New Zealand 
email:  nmssa@otago.ac.nz     •      tel:  0800 808 561

For teachers, principals and curriculum leaders to consider 

International languages
• Have you recently discussed with your community which 

international languages are offered at your school and why? 
Which languages might the school’s parents and whānau want 
their children to have opportunities to learn? Might there be 
implications for future staffing?

• Which resources (including people) in the school community 
could support teaching a language for students at your school?

New Zealand Sign Language (NZSL)

Principals’ reports of school approaches to teaching  
and learning NZSL, by year level

All students are provided
with opportunities to learn

NZSL.

We have developed a
school-wide approach to

strengthening the teaching
and learning of NZSL.

When appointing a classroom
teacher, their ability to

teach NZSL is an important
consideration.
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The majority of principals indicated that learning NZSL  
at school was important, but that students had limited 
opportunities to do so.

• Just over two-thirds of principals at each year level rated 
learning NZSL at school as ‘somewhat important’.

• However, the majority of principals rated their school’s 
provision of opportunities for students to learn NZSL 
as ‘poor’. More than three-quarters of the principals at 
each year level indicated their school did not: provide 
opportunities for all students to learn NZSL; have a school-
wide approach to improving the teaching and learning of 
NZSL; or consider being able to teach NZSL as important 
when appointing a classroom teacher.
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Te reo Māori
• How important do you think it is for (teachers and) students to 

learn te reo Māori? What reasons do you have for your view?
• How closely does your school-wide plan for learning te reo 

Māori reflect the learning progression guidelines in  
Te Aho Arataki Marau mō te Ako i Te Reo Māori – Kura Auraki:  
Curriculum Guidelines for Teaching and Learning te reo Māori  
in English-medium schools, Years 1-13 (Ministry of Education, 
2009)?

New Zealand Sign Language
• NZSL is one of the three official languages of New Zealand. 

To what extent can (teachers and) students at your school 
communicate using NZSL, e.g. use greetings, or thank  
someone (see https://nzsl.tki.org.nz/)? 

A small proportion of teachers regularly 
incorporated NZSL into classroom lessons 
and activities.

• Very few teachers at Year 4 or Year 8 
reported having a student in their class 
with whom they needed to use NZSL.

• Nonetheless, 20 percent of Year 4 
teachers and 8 percent of Year 8 teachers 
incorporated planned instruction in 
NZSL in their programme. The majority 
of these teachers rated the professional 
support they received in school for 
teaching NZSL as ‘poor’ or ‘very poor’.

Principals’ rating of their school’s provision of  
opportunities for students to learn NZSL, by year level

Refers to curriculum level 1 only. 
Taumata = level   /   Wāhanga = band

Distribution of scores for Year 4 and Year 8 
students on the TRM scale
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International languages at Year 8

Sixty-one percent of Year 8 students were 
learning an international language at school.

• A greater proportion of girls than boys 
(64 percent compared with 58 percent) 
indicated they were learning  
an international language.

• Non-Māori students were more likely to be 
learning an international language than 
Māori students (64 percent of non-Māori 
students, compared with  
53 percent of Māori students). 

• Principals of high decile schools were 
more likely than those of low or mid decile 
schools to indicate all their Year 8 students 
have opportunities to learn an international 
language1 (see graph at bottom right).

French and Spanish were the most frequently 
studied international languages, closely 
followed by Mandarin and Japanese.

• Pasifika students were the most likely to be 
learning Pasifika languages (59 percent of 
Pasifika students, compared with 6 percent 
of non-Pasifika students). 

• Of the teachers who reported teaching 
an international language, 40 percent 
estimated their Year 8 students spent 20 
hours or more over the year, learning that 
language at school.

The majority of teachers, principals and 
students thought learning an international 
language was important.

• Teachers and principals reported that 
learning an international language helped 
students develop an understanding of their 
own cultures and identities and built self-
confidence.

• Students reported that learning an 
international language was useful for travel.

Most Year 8 students were positive about 
their experience of learning an international 
language at school.

• Most students agreed that learning their 
preferred international language (some were 
learning more than one) was interesting, 
they liked learning it, and wanted to learn 
more of it at school. 

• Students’ international language learning 
experiences were most likely to include 
learning to say new words and phrases, 
learning about culture, and practising using 
the language in class.

1 The ‘low’ decile band comprised students in decile 1 to decile 3 schools, the ‘mid’ decile band, students in  
  decile 4 to decile 7 schools and the ‘high’ decile band, students in decile 8 to decile 10 schools. 

Study participants: About 2,300 students 
from 100 schools at Year 4 and at Year 8 
were involved . More than 230 teachers 
at each year level completed the teacher 
questionnaire. In total, 182 principals 
completed the principal questionnaire;  
91 from each year level.

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



I draw on students' backgrounds
and experiences to support their

learning of te reo Māori.

I like teaching te reo Māori.

I am able to motivate students
who show little interest in, or
a negative attitude towards,

learning te reo Māori.
I can confidently assess
students' progress and

achievement in te reo Māori.

I feel confident about teaching
te reo Māori.

I can hold a simple conversation
in te reo Māori.

Year 4

%

100 80 60 40 20 0 20 40 60 80 100

8

9

31

16

20

22

36

29

35

44

39

54

37

40

22

39

38

22

18

22

12

Year 8

%

100 80 60 40 20 0 20 40 60 80 100

8

8

18

16

31

11

19

18

25

24

20

42

28

49

30

29

21

44

44

26

27

30

28

Not at all true for me Slightly true for me Moderately true for me Very true for me

Most students reported positive attitudes to  
learning te reo Māori.

• On average, Year 4 students had slightly more  
positive attitudes to learning te reo Māori than  
Year 8 students.

• Girls at both year levels were, on average, more 
positive than boys.

• Māori students tended to be more positive  
than non-Māori students.

• Students in low decile schools tended to  
have more positive attitudes than those in  
mid or high decile schools.

At each year level, around half of students  
expressed some confidence about their ability  
to communicate in te reo Māori .

• At both year levels, fewer than 10 percent of  
students were very confident about  
communicating in te reo Māori.

• On average, girls indicated higher confidence  
levels than boys.

• Māori students reported higher confidence levels 
than non-Māori, on average, at both year levels.

• Students in low decile schools tended to have  
greater confidence in their te reo Māori skills  
than those in high decile schools.

Teachers had mixed opportunities for professional 
learning and development (PLD) focused on te reo Māori .

• The majority of teachers reported having PLD focused 
on te reo Māori in the last two years.

• Ten percent of teachers had never had this kind  
of PLD.

• Over half of the teachers had never or almost never 
observed a colleague teaching te reo Māori.

• At both year levels, about one third of teachers’ 
responses indicated they could not hold a simple 
conversation in te reo Māori.

The majority of teachers, principals and students 
thought learning te reo Māori was important.

• Reasons given by students who thought it was 
important to learn te reo Māori included that it is  
part of New Zealand’s culture and identity and  
more particularly, part of Māori culture.

• Reasons given by teachers and principals who 
thought it was important to learn te reo Māori 
included the status of te reo Māori as an official 
language of New Zealand, and that it is an accepted 
and valued aspect of our bicultural country.

Students experienced a range of opportunities  
for learning te reo Māori

• Sixty-five percent of Year 4 teachers and  
53 percent of Year 8 teachers estimated their  
students spent more than 20 hours over the year, 
learning te reo Māori.

• Whole class activities was the most widely used 
organisational strategy for teaching te reo Māori  
at both year levels.

I hear teachers give
instructions in te reo Māori

like "E noho" or "Haere mai".
I sing waiata (songs in te

reo Māori).

I learn to say new words and
phrases in te reo Māori.

I learn about Māori culture,
like Māori customs, special

foods and music.
I hear teachers talk to one

another in te reo Māori.

I take part in kapa haka.

I play games in class, using
te reo Māori.

I say karakia (a prayer in te
reo Māori).

I read books or websites that
are written in te reo Māori.

I talk to my classmates in te
reo Māori in the playground.
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Students’ te reo Māori learning experiences  
at school, by year level

Teachers’ attitudes to, and expertise in,  
teaching te reo Māori, by year level

Teaching and learning te reo Māori The te reo Māori (TRM) assessment

The main emphasis in the TRM assessment was on language knowledge associated with curriculum level 1 (Taumata 1) of the curriculum 
guidelines2. The tasks were presented by computer, with students able to listen to an audio recording of each question. 

Sample items from the TRM assessment

2 Te Aho Arataki Marau mō te Ako i Te Reo Māori – Kura Auraki: Curriculum Guidelines for Teaching  
  and Learning Te Reo Māori in English-medium Schools, Years 1-13 (Ministry of Education, 2009).

Key findings from the TRM assessment

Greater proportions of Year 8 students achieved in the higher 
bands compared with Year 4 students. 

• The majority (87 percent) of Year 4 students achieved at 
wāhanga 1 and wāhanga 2. About half of Year 8 students 
achieved at wāhanga 2 and wāhanga 3.

• On average, Year 8 students scored 21 units higher on the TRM 
scale than Year 4 students (a difference of about 5 scale score 
units per year).

Girls scored higher than boys.
• On average, girls scored higher than boys (by 6 scale score 

units at Year 4 and 8 scale score units at Year 8).

Māori students scored higher than non-Māori students.
• Māori students scored higher, on average, than non-Māori (by 

13 scale score units at Year 4 and 20 scale score units at Year 8).

Students from low and mid decile schools scored higher than 
those from high decile schools.

• At both year levels, the average TRM score for students in low 
and mid decile schools was higher than the average scores 
for students in high decile schools (at Year 4, the difference  
between average scores for students in the low and high 
decile bands was 4 scale score units, and at Year 8 it was 10 
scale score units).

Higher achievement on the TRM assessment was associated with: 
• greater confidence in te reo Māori
• a more positive attitude to learning te reo Māori
• speaking te reo Māori at home more often.

Distribution of scores for Year 8 students  
on the TRM scale, by ethnicity
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Distribution of scores for Year 4 students  
on the TRM scale, by ethnicity
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Describing students’ knowledge of te reo Māori

The graphic below shows how the knowledge and understanding of te reo Māori words and phrases typically demonstrated by students on the 
TRM assessment became increasingly complex as scores progressed from low to high, within curriculum level 1 (Taumata 1).

NMSSA Te Reo Māori Scale

• understand a simple greeting 
• understand basic commands
• know a small number of te reo words 

that are commonly heard in English. 

• know a larger group of te reo words 
that are heard in English with less 
frequency including a number of 
simple nouns  

• know a number of words that are 
important for understanding family 
relationships

• respond to a simple greeting
• respond to being asked how they are. 

 

• know a larger group of te reo words 
including a number of common nouns

• understand several classroom 
instructions in addition to ‘E noho’  
and ‘E tū’

• know a number of words necessary  
to understand the pōwhiri process

• are familiar with the correct way to 
write Māori numbers.

• are able to provide a simple answer  
in Māori when asked what something 
is in Māori

• know the Māori words for a range of 
colours and can write them correctly

• are able to identify Māori words for  
a range of body parts.

• write the English equivalent for ‘kia ora’
• write the English equivalent for ‘e noho’ (sit down) and ‘e tū’ (stand up)
• select from a list of options the English equivalent for: ‘Māori language’  

(te reo Māori) and ‘war dance’ (haka)
• select from a list of options the English word for whānau (family).

• select from a list of options the English word for waka (canoe), kai (food), 
hāngi (earth oven), aroha (love), maunga (mountain), poi (light ball on a 
string), waiata (song), and karakia (prayer)  

• correctly select from a list of options the Māori word for ‘flax’ (harakeke)  
and ‘house’ (whare)

• write the English word for ‘pāpa’ (father) and ‘māmā’ (mother)
• select from a list of options the Māori word for ‘grandchild’ (mokopuna)  

and ‘family tree’ (whakapapa)
• select from a list of options the appropriate response to ‘kia ora’ or ‘tēnā koe’
• correctly select from a list of options the appropriate response to  

‘Kei te pēhea koe?’ (How are you?).

• select from a list of options the English word for ‘kaumātua’ (old person), 
pukapuka (book), koru (curled shoot), and taonga (treasure)

• write the English meaning of ‘whakarongo mai’ (listen)
• identify the Māori word for ‘formal speech’ (whaikōrero), ‘greeting’(mihi)
• select from a list of options the English meaning of ‘karanga’ (formal call)
• identify and spell the Māori words for ‘three’ (toru), ‘four’ (whā), ‘seven’ 

(whitu), and ‘ten’ (tekau). 
 

• identify from a list of options the appropriate response to ‘He aha tēnei?’ 
(What is this?)

• identify and correctly spell the Māori word for ‘green’ (kākāriki), ‘blue’ 
(kahurangi), ‘red’ (whero) and ‘orange’ (karaka)

• write the English word for ‘waha’ (mouth), ‘waewae’ (foot, leg) and ‘ringa’ 
(hand, arm)

• write the English for ‘Kōrero mai’ (speak).
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I draw on students' backgrounds
and experiences to support their

learning of te reo Māori.

I like teaching te reo Māori.

I am able to motivate students
who show little interest in, or
a negative attitude towards,

learning te reo Māori.
I can confidently assess
students' progress and

achievement in te reo Māori.

I feel confident about teaching
te reo Māori.

I can hold a simple conversation
in te reo Māori.
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Most students reported positive attitudes to  
learning te reo Māori.

• On average, Year 4 students had slightly more  
positive attitudes to learning te reo Māori than  
Year 8 students.

• Girls at both year levels were, on average, more 
positive than boys.

• Māori students tended to be more positive  
than non-Māori students.

• Students in low decile schools tended to  
have more positive attitudes than those in  
mid or high decile schools.

At each year level, around half of students  
expressed some confidence about their ability  
to communicate in te reo Māori .

• At both year levels, fewer than 10 percent of  
students were very confident about  
communicating in te reo Māori.

• On average, girls indicated higher confidence  
levels than boys.

• Māori students reported higher confidence levels 
than non-Māori, on average, at both year levels.

• Students in low decile schools tended to have  
greater confidence in their te reo Māori skills  
than those in high decile schools.

Teachers had mixed opportunities for professional 
learning and development (PLD) focused on te reo Māori .

• The majority of teachers reported having PLD focused 
on te reo Māori in the last two years.

• Ten percent of teachers had never had this kind  
of PLD.

• Over half of the teachers had never or almost never 
observed a colleague teaching te reo Māori.

• At both year levels, about one third of teachers’ 
responses indicated they could not hold a simple 
conversation in te reo Māori.

The majority of teachers, principals and students 
thought learning te reo Māori was important.

• Reasons given by students who thought it was 
important to learn te reo Māori included that it is  
part of New Zealand’s culture and identity and  
more particularly, part of Māori culture.

• Reasons given by teachers and principals who 
thought it was important to learn te reo Māori 
included the status of te reo Māori as an official 
language of New Zealand, and that it is an accepted 
and valued aspect of our bicultural country.

Students experienced a range of opportunities  
for learning te reo Māori

• Sixty-five percent of Year 4 teachers and  
53 percent of Year 8 teachers estimated their  
students spent more than 20 hours over the year, 
learning te reo Māori.

• Whole class activities was the most widely used 
organisational strategy for teaching te reo Māori  
at both year levels.

I hear teachers give
instructions in te reo Māori

like "E noho" or "Haere mai".
I sing waiata (songs in te

reo Māori).

I learn to say new words and
phrases in te reo Māori.

I learn about Māori culture,
like Māori customs, special

foods and music.
I hear teachers talk to one

another in te reo Māori.

I take part in kapa haka.

I play games in class, using
te reo Māori.

I say karakia (a prayer in te
reo Māori).

I read books or websites that
are written in te reo Māori.

I talk to my classmates in te
reo Māori in the playground.
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Students’ te reo Māori learning experiences  
at school, by year level

Teachers’ attitudes to, and expertise in,  
teaching te reo Māori, by year level

Teaching and learning te reo Māori The te reo Māori (TRM) assessment

The main emphasis in the TRM assessment was on language knowledge associated with curriculum level 1 (Taumata 1) of the curriculum 
guidelines2. The tasks were presented by computer, with students able to listen to an audio recording of each question. 

Sample items from the TRM assessment

2 Te Aho Arataki Marau mō te Ako i Te Reo Māori – Kura Auraki: Curriculum Guidelines for Teaching  
  and Learning Te Reo Māori in English-medium Schools, Years 1-13 (Ministry of Education, 2009).

Key findings from the TRM assessment

Greater proportions of Year 8 students achieved in the higher 
bands compared with Year 4 students. 

• The majority (87 percent) of Year 4 students achieved at 
wāhanga 1 and wāhanga 2. About half of Year 8 students 
achieved at wāhanga 2 and wāhanga 3.

• On average, Year 8 students scored 21 units higher on the TRM 
scale than Year 4 students (a difference of about 5 scale score 
units per year).

Girls scored higher than boys.
• On average, girls scored higher than boys (by 6 scale score 

units at Year 4 and 8 scale score units at Year 8).

Māori students scored higher than non-Māori students.
• Māori students scored higher, on average, than non-Māori (by 

13 scale score units at Year 4 and 20 scale score units at Year 8).

Students from low and mid decile schools scored higher than 
those from high decile schools.

• At both year levels, the average TRM score for students in low 
and mid decile schools was higher than the average scores 
for students in high decile schools (at Year 4, the difference  
between average scores for students in the low and high 
decile bands was 4 scale score units, and at Year 8 it was 10 
scale score units).

Higher achievement on the TRM assessment was associated with: 
• greater confidence in te reo Māori
• a more positive attitude to learning te reo Māori
• speaking te reo Māori at home more often.

Distribution of scores for Year 8 students  
on the TRM scale, by ethnicity

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

140

160

180

TR
M

 s
ca

le
 s

co
re

Taumata 1
Wāhanga 1

Taumata 1
Wāhanga 2

Taumata 1
Wāhanga 3

Taumata 1
Wāhanga 4

Māori Pasifika Asian NZE

Refers to curriculum level 1 only. 
Taumata = level   /   Wāhanga = band

Distribution of scores for Year 4 students  
on the TRM scale, by ethnicity
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Describing students’ knowledge of te reo Māori

The graphic below shows how the knowledge and understanding of te reo Māori words and phrases typically demonstrated by students on the 
TRM assessment became increasingly complex as scores progressed from low to high, within curriculum level 1 (Taumata 1).

NMSSA Te Reo Māori Scale

• understand a simple greeting 
• understand basic commands
• know a small number of te reo words 

that are commonly heard in English. 

• know a larger group of te reo words 
that are heard in English with less 
frequency including a number of 
simple nouns  

• know a number of words that are 
important for understanding family 
relationships

• respond to a simple greeting
• respond to being asked how they are. 

 

• know a larger group of te reo words 
including a number of common nouns

• understand several classroom 
instructions in addition to ‘E noho’  
and ‘E tū’

• know a number of words necessary  
to understand the pōwhiri process

• are familiar with the correct way to 
write Māori numbers.

• are able to provide a simple answer  
in Māori when asked what something 
is in Māori

• know the Māori words for a range of 
colours and can write them correctly

• are able to identify Māori words for  
a range of body parts.

• write the English equivalent for ‘kia ora’
• write the English equivalent for ‘e noho’ (sit down) and ‘e tū’ (stand up)
• select from a list of options the English equivalent for: ‘Māori language’  

(te reo Māori) and ‘war dance’ (haka)
• select from a list of options the English word for whānau (family).

• select from a list of options the English word for waka (canoe), kai (food), 
hāngi (earth oven), aroha (love), maunga (mountain), poi (light ball on a 
string), waiata (song), and karakia (prayer)  

• correctly select from a list of options the Māori word for ‘flax’ (harakeke)  
and ‘house’ (whare)

• write the English word for ‘pāpa’ (father) and ‘māmā’ (mother)
• select from a list of options the Māori word for ‘grandchild’ (mokopuna)  

and ‘family tree’ (whakapapa)
• select from a list of options the appropriate response to ‘kia ora’ or ‘tēnā koe’
• correctly select from a list of options the appropriate response to  

‘Kei te pēhea koe?’ (How are you?).

• select from a list of options the English word for ‘kaumātua’ (old person), 
pukapuka (book), koru (curled shoot), and taonga (treasure)

• write the English meaning of ‘whakarongo mai’ (listen)
• identify the Māori word for ‘formal speech’ (whaikōrero), ‘greeting’(mihi)
• select from a list of options the English meaning of ‘karanga’ (formal call)
• identify and spell the Māori words for ‘three’ (toru), ‘four’ (whā), ‘seven’ 

(whitu), and ‘ten’ (tekau). 
 

• identify from a list of options the appropriate response to ‘He aha tēnei?’ 
(What is this?)

• identify and correctly spell the Māori word for ‘green’ (kākāriki), ‘blue’ 
(kahurangi), ‘red’ (whero) and ‘orange’ (karaka)

• write the English word for ‘waha’ (mouth), ‘waewae’ (foot, leg) and ‘ringa’ 
(hand, arm)

• write the English for ‘Kōrero mai’ (speak).
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I draw on students' backgrounds
and experiences to support their

learning of te reo Māori.

I like teaching te reo Māori.

I am able to motivate students
who show little interest in, or
a negative attitude towards,

learning te reo Māori.
I can confidently assess
students' progress and

achievement in te reo Māori.

I feel confident about teaching
te reo Māori.

I can hold a simple conversation
in te reo Māori.
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Most students reported positive attitudes to  
learning te reo Māori.

• On average, Year 4 students had slightly more  
positive attitudes to learning te reo Māori than  
Year 8 students.

• Girls at both year levels were, on average, more 
positive than boys.

• Māori students tended to be more positive  
than non-Māori students.

• Students in low decile schools tended to  
have more positive attitudes than those in  
mid or high decile schools.

At each year level, around half of students  
expressed some confidence about their ability  
to communicate in te reo Māori .

• At both year levels, fewer than 10 percent of  
students were very confident about  
communicating in te reo Māori.

• On average, girls indicated higher confidence  
levels than boys.

• Māori students reported higher confidence levels 
than non-Māori, on average, at both year levels.

• Students in low decile schools tended to have  
greater confidence in their te reo Māori skills  
than those in high decile schools.

Teachers had mixed opportunities for professional 
learning and development (PLD) focused on te reo Māori .

• The majority of teachers reported having PLD focused 
on te reo Māori in the last two years.

• Ten percent of teachers had never had this kind  
of PLD.

• Over half of the teachers had never or almost never 
observed a colleague teaching te reo Māori.

• At both year levels, about one third of teachers’ 
responses indicated they could not hold a simple 
conversation in te reo Māori.

The majority of teachers, principals and students 
thought learning te reo Māori was important.

• Reasons given by students who thought it was 
important to learn te reo Māori included that it is  
part of New Zealand’s culture and identity and  
more particularly, part of Māori culture.

• Reasons given by teachers and principals who 
thought it was important to learn te reo Māori 
included the status of te reo Māori as an official 
language of New Zealand, and that it is an accepted 
and valued aspect of our bicultural country.

Students experienced a range of opportunities  
for learning te reo Māori

• Sixty-five percent of Year 4 teachers and  
53 percent of Year 8 teachers estimated their  
students spent more than 20 hours over the year, 
learning te reo Māori.

• Whole class activities was the most widely used 
organisational strategy for teaching te reo Māori  
at both year levels.

I hear teachers give
instructions in te reo Māori

like "E noho" or "Haere mai".
I sing waiata (songs in te

reo Māori).

I learn to say new words and
phrases in te reo Māori.

I learn about Māori culture,
like Māori customs, special

foods and music.
I hear teachers talk to one

another in te reo Māori.

I take part in kapa haka.

I play games in class, using
te reo Māori.

I say karakia (a prayer in te
reo Māori).

I read books or websites that
are written in te reo Māori.

I talk to my classmates in te
reo Māori in the playground.
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Students’ te reo Māori learning experiences  
at school, by year level

Teachers’ attitudes to, and expertise in,  
teaching te reo Māori, by year level

Teaching and learning te reo Māori The te reo Māori (TRM) assessment

The main emphasis in the TRM assessment was on language knowledge associated with curriculum level 1 (Taumata 1) of the curriculum 
guidelines2. The tasks were presented by computer, with students able to listen to an audio recording of each question. 

Sample items from the TRM assessment

2 Te Aho Arataki Marau mō te Ako i Te Reo Māori – Kura Auraki: Curriculum Guidelines for Teaching  
  and Learning Te Reo Māori in English-medium Schools, Years 1-13 (Ministry of Education, 2009).

Key findings from the TRM assessment

Greater proportions of Year 8 students achieved in the higher 
bands compared with Year 4 students. 

• The majority (87 percent) of Year 4 students achieved at 
wāhanga 1 and wāhanga 2. About half of Year 8 students 
achieved at wāhanga 2 and wāhanga 3.

• On average, Year 8 students scored 21 units higher on the TRM 
scale than Year 4 students (a difference of about 5 scale score 
units per year).

Girls scored higher than boys.
• On average, girls scored higher than boys (by 6 scale score 

units at Year 4 and 8 scale score units at Year 8).

Māori students scored higher than non-Māori students.
• Māori students scored higher, on average, than non-Māori (by 

13 scale score units at Year 4 and 20 scale score units at Year 8).

Students from low and mid decile schools scored higher than 
those from high decile schools.

• At both year levels, the average TRM score for students in low 
and mid decile schools was higher than the average scores 
for students in high decile schools (at Year 4, the difference  
between average scores for students in the low and high 
decile bands was 4 scale score units, and at Year 8 it was 10 
scale score units).

Higher achievement on the TRM assessment was associated with: 
• greater confidence in te reo Māori
• a more positive attitude to learning te reo Māori
• speaking te reo Māori at home more often.

Distribution of scores for Year 8 students  
on the TRM scale, by ethnicity
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Distribution of scores for Year 4 students  
on the TRM scale, by ethnicity
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Describing students’ knowledge of te reo Māori

The graphic below shows how the knowledge and understanding of te reo Māori words and phrases typically demonstrated by students on the 
TRM assessment became increasingly complex as scores progressed from low to high, within curriculum level 1 (Taumata 1).

NMSSA Te Reo Māori Scale

• understand a simple greeting 
• understand basic commands
• know a small number of te reo words 

that are commonly heard in English. 

• know a larger group of te reo words 
that are heard in English with less 
frequency including a number of 
simple nouns  

• know a number of words that are 
important for understanding family 
relationships

• respond to a simple greeting
• respond to being asked how they are. 

 

• know a larger group of te reo words 
including a number of common nouns

• understand several classroom 
instructions in addition to ‘E noho’  
and ‘E tū’

• know a number of words necessary  
to understand the pōwhiri process

• are familiar with the correct way to 
write Māori numbers.

• are able to provide a simple answer  
in Māori when asked what something 
is in Māori

• know the Māori words for a range of 
colours and can write them correctly

• are able to identify Māori words for  
a range of body parts.

• write the English equivalent for ‘kia ora’
• write the English equivalent for ‘e noho’ (sit down) and ‘e tū’ (stand up)
• select from a list of options the English equivalent for: ‘Māori language’  

(te reo Māori) and ‘war dance’ (haka)
• select from a list of options the English word for whānau (family).

• select from a list of options the English word for waka (canoe), kai (food), 
hāngi (earth oven), aroha (love), maunga (mountain), poi (light ball on a 
string), waiata (song), and karakia (prayer)  

• correctly select from a list of options the Māori word for ‘flax’ (harakeke)  
and ‘house’ (whare)

• write the English word for ‘pāpa’ (father) and ‘māmā’ (mother)
• select from a list of options the Māori word for ‘grandchild’ (mokopuna)  

and ‘family tree’ (whakapapa)
• select from a list of options the appropriate response to ‘kia ora’ or ‘tēnā koe’
• correctly select from a list of options the appropriate response to  

‘Kei te pēhea koe?’ (How are you?).

• select from a list of options the English word for ‘kaumātua’ (old person), 
pukapuka (book), koru (curled shoot), and taonga (treasure)

• write the English meaning of ‘whakarongo mai’ (listen)
• identify the Māori word for ‘formal speech’ (whaikōrero), ‘greeting’(mihi)
• select from a list of options the English meaning of ‘karanga’ (formal call)
• identify and spell the Māori words for ‘three’ (toru), ‘four’ (whā), ‘seven’ 

(whitu), and ‘ten’ (tekau). 
 

• identify from a list of options the appropriate response to ‘He aha tēnei?’ 
(What is this?)

• identify and correctly spell the Māori word for ‘green’ (kākāriki), ‘blue’ 
(kahurangi), ‘red’ (whero) and ‘orange’ (karaka)

• write the English word for ‘waha’ (mouth), ‘waewae’ (foot, leg) and ‘ringa’ 
(hand, arm)

• write the English for ‘Kōrero mai’ (speak).
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Learning Languages

Summary of results from the 2016 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 2016, we looked at students’ opportunities and experiences in the Learning Languages 
learning area of the NZC. Learning Languages encompasses international languages and 
two official languages of New Zealand: te reo Māori and New Zealand Sign Language.  
Unlike other learning areas where curriculum levels generally relate to years at school, 
in Learning Languages, the levels describe learning progressions that can have as their 
starting point either a 5-year-old student or a 13-year-old student.  The study’s focus on 
international languages was confined to Year 8. 
In the NMSSA study, students, teachers and principals responded to questionnaires that 
included questions about students’ experiences of learning a language, how teachers organise 
their language learning programmes, and schools’ provision for learning languages. 
The study incorporated a minor achievement focus on te reo Māori. To explore an aspect 
of students’ proficiency in te reo Māori, a short assessment was developed. The te reo 
Māori (TRM) assessment gauged students’ knowledge and understanding of te reo Māori 
words and phrases, with an emphasis on curriculum level 1 (Taumata 1) of the curriculum 
guidelines. All students completed the computer-administered TRM assessment. 
Achievement on the TRM assessment was reported on a measurement scale that covered 
both year levels. The TRM scale was divided into four performance bands (Taumata 
1-Wāhanga 1 [level1, band 1] to Taumata 1-Wāhanga 4 [level 1, band 4]). Each successive 
band represents an increasing level of achievement within curriculum level 1.

Key findings
• Sixty-one percent of Year 8 students were learning an international language at school. 
• French and Spanish were the most frequently studied international languages,  

closely followed by Mandarin and Japanese. 
• The majority of principals indicated that learning New Zealand Sign Language (NZSL)  

at school was important, but indicated that students had limited opportunities to  
learn NZSL at school.

• The majority of teachers, principals and students thought learning te reo Māori  
was important.

• On average, Year 8 students scored 21 units higher on the TRM scale than Year 4 
students, indicating that between Year 4 and Year 8 students made, on average,  
5 scale score units of ‘progress’ per year. 

• At both Year 4 and Year 8 Māori students scored higher on the TRM assessment  
than non-Māori students, and students from low decile schools1 scored higher  
than those from high decile schools.

• Around 45 percent of principals at each year level said they had employed specialist 
language teachers to teach te reo Māori in 2016.

Percentage of Year 8 students studying  
each international language
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Principals’ reports of opportunities to learn an 
international language, by school decile band
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Year 8 students’ perceptions of their international 
language learning experiences

We learn to say new words and
phrases in this language.

We learn about culture, like
some of the people’s customs,

special foods and music.

I practise using this
language in class.

We play games in class, using
this language.

I read books or websites
written in this language.

I talk to friends in this
language in the playground

I hear teachers talk to one
another in this language.
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 The full report on learning languages can be found at http://nmssa.otago.ac.nz . For further information contact: 
NMSSA, Educational Assessment Research Unit,  University of Otago, Box 56, Dunedin 9054, New Zealand 
email:  nmssa@otago.ac.nz     •      tel:  0800 808 561

For teachers, principals and curriculum leaders to consider 

International languages
• Have you recently discussed with your community which 

international languages are offered at your school and why? 
Which languages might the school’s parents and whānau want 
their children to have opportunities to learn? Might there be 
implications for future staffing?

• Which resources (including people) in the school community 
could support teaching a language for students at your school?

New Zealand Sign Language (NZSL)

Principals’ reports of school approaches to teaching  
and learning NZSL, by year level

All students are provided
with opportunities to learn

NZSL.

We have developed a
school-wide approach to

strengthening the teaching
and learning of NZSL.

When appointing a classroom
teacher, their ability to

teach NZSL is an important
consideration.
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The majority of principals indicated that learning NZSL  
at school was important, but that students had limited 
opportunities to do so.

• Just over two-thirds of principals at each year level rated 
learning NZSL at school as ‘somewhat important’.

• However, the majority of principals rated their school’s 
provision of opportunities for students to learn NZSL 
as ‘poor’. More than three-quarters of the principals at 
each year level indicated their school did not: provide 
opportunities for all students to learn NZSL; have a school-
wide approach to improving the teaching and learning of 
NZSL; or consider being able to teach NZSL as important 
when appointing a classroom teacher.
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Te reo Māori
• How important do you think it is for (teachers and) students to 

learn te reo Māori? What reasons do you have for your view?
• How closely does your school-wide plan for learning te reo 

Māori reflect the learning progression guidelines in  
Te Aho Arataki Marau mō te Ako i Te Reo Māori – Kura Auraki:  
Curriculum Guidelines for Teaching and Learning te reo Māori  
in English-medium schools, Years 1-13 (Ministry of Education, 
2009)?

New Zealand Sign Language
• NZSL is one of the three official languages of New Zealand. 

To what extent can (teachers and) students at your school 
communicate using NZSL, e.g. use greetings, or thank  
someone (see https://nzsl.tki.org.nz/)? 

A small proportion of teachers regularly 
incorporated NZSL into classroom lessons 
and activities.

• Very few teachers at Year 4 or Year 8 
reported having a student in their class 
with whom they needed to use NZSL.

• Nonetheless, 20 percent of Year 4 
teachers and 8 percent of Year 8 teachers 
incorporated planned instruction in 
NZSL in their programme. The majority 
of these teachers rated the professional 
support they received in school for 
teaching NZSL as ‘poor’ or ‘very poor’.

Principals’ rating of their school’s provision of  
opportunities for students to learn NZSL, by year level

Refers to curriculum level 1 only. 
Taumata = level   /   Wāhanga = band

Distribution of scores for Year 4 and Year 8 
students on the TRM scale
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International languages at Year 8

Sixty-one percent of Year 8 students were 
learning an international language at school.

• A greater proportion of girls than boys 
(64 percent compared with 58 percent) 
indicated they were learning  
an international language.

• Non-Māori students were more likely to be 
learning an international language than 
Māori students (64 percent of non-Māori 
students, compared with  
53 percent of Māori students). 

• Principals of high decile schools were 
more likely than those of low or mid decile 
schools to indicate all their Year 8 students 
have opportunities to learn an international 
language1 (see graph at bottom right).

French and Spanish were the most frequently 
studied international languages, closely 
followed by Mandarin and Japanese.

• Pasifika students were the most likely to be 
learning Pasifika languages (59 percent of 
Pasifika students, compared with 6 percent 
of non-Pasifika students). 

• Of the teachers who reported teaching 
an international language, 40 percent 
estimated their Year 8 students spent 20 
hours or more over the year, learning that 
language at school.

The majority of teachers, principals and 
students thought learning an international 
language was important.

• Teachers and principals reported that 
learning an international language helped 
students develop an understanding of their 
own cultures and identities and built self-
confidence.

• Students reported that learning an 
international language was useful for travel.

Most Year 8 students were positive about 
their experience of learning an international 
language at school.

• Most students agreed that learning their 
preferred international language (some were 
learning more than one) was interesting, 
they liked learning it, and wanted to learn 
more of it at school. 

• Students’ international language learning 
experiences were most likely to include 
learning to say new words and phrases, 
learning about culture, and practising using 
the language in class.

1 The ‘low’ decile band comprised students in decile 1 to decile 3 schools, the ‘mid’ decile band, students in  
  decile 4 to decile 7 schools and the ‘high’ decile band, students in decile 8 to decile 10 schools. 

Study participants: About 2,300 students 
from 100 schools at Year 4 and at Year 8 
were involved . More than 230 teachers 
at each year level completed the teacher 
questionnaire. In total, 182 principals 
completed the principal questionnaire;  
91 from each year level.

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



Learning Languages

Summary of results from the 2016 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 2016, we looked at students’ opportunities and experiences in the Learning Languages 
learning area of the NZC. Learning Languages encompasses international languages and 
two official languages of New Zealand: te reo Māori and New Zealand Sign Language.  
Unlike other learning areas where curriculum levels generally relate to years at school, 
in Learning Languages, the levels describe learning progressions that can have as their 
starting point either a 5-year-old student or a 13-year-old student.  The study’s focus on 
international languages was confined to Year 8. 
In the NMSSA study, students, teachers and principals responded to questionnaires that 
included questions about students’ experiences of learning a language, how teachers organise 
their language learning programmes, and schools’ provision for learning languages. 
The study incorporated a minor achievement focus on te reo Māori. To explore an aspect 
of students’ proficiency in te reo Māori, a short assessment was developed. The te reo 
Māori (TRM) assessment gauged students’ knowledge and understanding of te reo Māori 
words and phrases, with an emphasis on curriculum level 1 (Taumata 1) of the curriculum 
guidelines. All students completed the computer-administered TRM assessment. 
Achievement on the TRM assessment was reported on a measurement scale that covered 
both year levels. The TRM scale was divided into four performance bands (Taumata 
1-Wāhanga 1 [level1, band 1] to Taumata 1-Wāhanga 4 [level 1, band 4]). Each successive 
band represents an increasing level of achievement within curriculum level 1.

Key findings
• Sixty-one percent of Year 8 students were learning an international language at school. 
• French and Spanish were the most frequently studied international languages,  

closely followed by Mandarin and Japanese. 
• The majority of principals indicated that learning New Zealand Sign Language (NZSL)  

at school was important, but indicated that students had limited opportunities to  
learn NZSL at school.

• The majority of teachers, principals and students thought learning te reo Māori  
was important.

• On average, Year 8 students scored 21 units higher on the TRM scale than Year 4 
students, indicating that between Year 4 and Year 8 students made, on average,  
5 scale score units of ‘progress’ per year. 

• At both Year 4 and Year 8 Māori students scored higher on the TRM assessment  
than non-Māori students, and students from low decile schools1 scored higher  
than those from high decile schools.

• Around 45 percent of principals at each year level said they had employed specialist 
language teachers to teach te reo Māori in 2016.

Percentage of Year 8 students studying  
each international language
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Principals’ reports of opportunities to learn an 
international language, by school decile band
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Year 8 students’ perceptions of their international 
language learning experiences

We learn to say new words and
phrases in this language.

We learn about culture, like
some of the people’s customs,

special foods and music.

I practise using this
language in class.

We play games in class, using
this language.

I read books or websites
written in this language.

I talk to friends in this
language in the playground

I hear teachers talk to one
another in this language.
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 The full report on learning languages can be found at http://nmssa.otago.ac.nz . For further information contact: 
NMSSA, Educational Assessment Research Unit,  University of Otago, Box 56, Dunedin 9054, New Zealand 
email:  nmssa@otago.ac.nz     •      tel:  0800 808 561

For teachers, principals and curriculum leaders to consider 

International languages
• Have you recently discussed with your community which 

international languages are offered at your school and why? 
Which languages might the school’s parents and whānau want 
their children to have opportunities to learn? Might there be 
implications for future staffing?

• Which resources (including people) in the school community 
could support teaching a language for students at your school?

New Zealand Sign Language (NZSL)

Principals’ reports of school approaches to teaching  
and learning NZSL, by year level

All students are provided
with opportunities to learn

NZSL.

We have developed a
school-wide approach to

strengthening the teaching
and learning of NZSL.

When appointing a classroom
teacher, their ability to

teach NZSL is an important
consideration.
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The majority of principals indicated that learning NZSL  
at school was important, but that students had limited 
opportunities to do so.

• Just over two-thirds of principals at each year level rated 
learning NZSL at school as ‘somewhat important’.

• However, the majority of principals rated their school’s 
provision of opportunities for students to learn NZSL 
as ‘poor’. More than three-quarters of the principals at 
each year level indicated their school did not: provide 
opportunities for all students to learn NZSL; have a school-
wide approach to improving the teaching and learning of 
NZSL; or consider being able to teach NZSL as important 
when appointing a classroom teacher.
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Te reo Māori
• How important do you think it is for (teachers and) students to 

learn te reo Māori? What reasons do you have for your view?
• How closely does your school-wide plan for learning te reo 

Māori reflect the learning progression guidelines in  
Te Aho Arataki Marau mō te Ako i Te Reo Māori – Kura Auraki:  
Curriculum Guidelines for Teaching and Learning te reo Māori  
in English-medium schools, Years 1-13 (Ministry of Education, 
2009)?

New Zealand Sign Language
• NZSL is one of the three official languages of New Zealand. 

To what extent can (teachers and) students at your school 
communicate using NZSL, e.g. use greetings, or thank  
someone (see https://nzsl.tki.org.nz/)? 

A small proportion of teachers regularly 
incorporated NZSL into classroom lessons 
and activities.

• Very few teachers at Year 4 or Year 8 
reported having a student in their class 
with whom they needed to use NZSL.

• Nonetheless, 20 percent of Year 4 
teachers and 8 percent of Year 8 teachers 
incorporated planned instruction in 
NZSL in their programme. The majority 
of these teachers rated the professional 
support they received in school for 
teaching NZSL as ‘poor’ or ‘very poor’.

Principals’ rating of their school’s provision of  
opportunities for students to learn NZSL, by year level

Refers to curriculum level 1 only. 
Taumata = level   /   Wāhanga = band

Distribution of scores for Year 4 and Year 8 
students on the TRM scale
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International languages at Year 8

Sixty-one percent of Year 8 students were 
learning an international language at school.

• A greater proportion of girls than boys 
(64 percent compared with 58 percent) 
indicated they were learning  
an international language.

• Non-Māori students were more likely to be 
learning an international language than 
Māori students (64 percent of non-Māori 
students, compared with  
53 percent of Māori students). 

• Principals of high decile schools were 
more likely than those of low or mid decile 
schools to indicate all their Year 8 students 
have opportunities to learn an international 
language1 (see graph at bottom right).

French and Spanish were the most frequently 
studied international languages, closely 
followed by Mandarin and Japanese.

• Pasifika students were the most likely to be 
learning Pasifika languages (59 percent of 
Pasifika students, compared with 6 percent 
of non-Pasifika students). 

• Of the teachers who reported teaching 
an international language, 40 percent 
estimated their Year 8 students spent 20 
hours or more over the year, learning that 
language at school.

The majority of teachers, principals and 
students thought learning an international 
language was important.

• Teachers and principals reported that 
learning an international language helped 
students develop an understanding of their 
own cultures and identities and built self-
confidence.

• Students reported that learning an 
international language was useful for travel.

Most Year 8 students were positive about 
their experience of learning an international 
language at school.

• Most students agreed that learning their 
preferred international language (some were 
learning more than one) was interesting, 
they liked learning it, and wanted to learn 
more of it at school. 

• Students’ international language learning 
experiences were most likely to include 
learning to say new words and phrases, 
learning about culture, and practising using 
the language in class.

1 The ‘low’ decile band comprised students in decile 1 to decile 3 schools, the ‘mid’ decile band, students in  
  decile 4 to decile 7 schools and the ‘high’ decile band, students in decile 8 to decile 10 schools. 

Study participants: About 2,300 students 
from 100 schools at Year 4 and at Year 8 
were involved . More than 230 teachers 
at each year level completed the teacher 
questionnaire. In total, 182 principals 
completed the principal questionnaire;  
91 from each year level.

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


