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Executive Summary 

Introduction  

The National Monitoring Study of Student Achievement (NMSSA) is a national sampling study designed to assess 

student achievement across the New Zealand Curriculum (NZC) at Year 4 and Year 8 in English-medium state 

and state integrated schools. The study is organised in five-year cycles. The first cycle ran from 2012 to 2016 and 

the second from 2017 to 2021. As part of the 2021 study, NMSSA monitored achievement in the arts learning area 

and also collected contextual data using questionnaires for students, teachers and principals. The previous NMSSA 

study involving the arts learning area was in 2015. 

This report is designed to provide a succinct overview of key findings for the arts learning area from the 2021 

study. Supporting documents include a report focused on curriculum insights for teachers, a technical report, and 

an online interactive statistical application. All reports and the interactive application can be found on the NMSSA 

website. 

The arts 

The NZC describes the arts as one learning area, which comprises four disciplines: dance, drama, music and the 

visual arts. Each discipline has its own distinctive body of knowledge, concepts and modes of enquiry, and its own 

forms or genres, styles, conventions and processes. The NZC requires that students at Year 4 and Year 8 have 

access to learning in each of the arts disciplines. Each arts discipline is organised with four common strands in the 

curriculum, and for students to make progress, they must demonstrate specific discipline-related knowledge and 

skills. The four common strands are: understanding the arts in context, developing practical knowledge in the arts, 

developing ideas in the arts, and communicating and interpreting in the arts. How the strands are incorporated in 

the learning process varies across disciplines and in emphasis across year levels.  

The NMSSA assessment programme sought to assess student achievement in the arts (covering the four disciplines 

and across the strands) to gain a national picture of student achievement at Year 4 and Year 8. 

Interruption to the 2021 study 

The 2021 NMSSA assessment programme was interrupted by a nationwide lockdown associated with COVID-19 

that occurred midway through data collection in Term 3. This resulted in the entire programme being suspended 

for two-and-a-half weeks. When the lockdown was over, NMSSA implemented a shortened programme in the 

schools that had not yet been visited and were still able to be involved. This did not include schools in Auckland 

where the lockdown continued. The interruption meant that the national sample for 2021 is made up of fewer 

students from a smaller number of schools than originally intended. In total, 1,015 students at Year 4 and 1,053 

students at Year 8 were involved in the study. The students represented 61 schools at Year 4 and 64 schools at 

Year 8. This compares with the original intention to sample about 2,200 students from 100 schools at Year 4 and 

100 schools at Year 8. The interruption to the programme means that care should be taken when interpreting 

results, especially for smaller groups in the sample. NMSSA has chosen to limit some aspects of the reporting 

when numbers are low. For example, while the reporting does provide results for Pacific students in the samples, 

these are not used to draw inferences at a national level or to make comparisons with other groups.  

It is also important to consider the more general impact of the COVID 19 pandemic when interpreting the results 

from the 2021 NMSSA study. In the 18 months leading up to the study, schools, students and whānau had to cope 

with a considerable amount of disruption, including extended periods of remote learning. Over this time, schools 

had to prioritise how they used time and put more effort into maintaining student wellbeing and providing pastoral 

care. Although NMSSA cannot directly quantify any learning losses associated with disruptions caused by 

COVID-19, it is likely that they have had at least some negative impacts. 
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Key findings 

Achievement in the arts 

NMSSA assessed achievement in the arts using the Nature of the Arts (NoTA) assessment in 2021. The NoTA 

assessment included tasks associated with all four arts disciplines and primarily emphasised aspects of three 

strands of the curriculum: understanding the arts in context; developing practical knowledge in the arts; and 

interpreting in the arts. The fourth strand (developing ideas in the arts) was assessed for visual arts in NoTA. The 

NoTA assessment presented many of the tasks on computer and included a mixture of selected-response and short 

open-ended response questions. Students wrote their answers to the short-response questions in a booklet. 

The use of common assessment items in the NoTA assessments for 2015 and 2021 meant that student achievement 

recorded on the 2021 assessment could be located and compared with achievement recorded in 2015. It also 

allowed achievement to be reported against the same curriculum expectation scores used in 2015. These were set 

as part of a curriculum alignment exercise associated with the 2015 assessment. 

The difference between the average scores for Year 4 and Year 8 students on the 2021 NoTA assessment was 37 

NoTA scale score units. This indicates that, on average, students make about 9 scale score units of ‘progress’ per 

year, between the two year levels and represents an annualised effect size of 0.42. This difference is consistent 

with findings from 2015. 

Girls scored higher, on average, than boys on the NoTA assessment at both year levels. The difference between 

the average scores for boys and girls was 10 scale score units at both Year 4 and Year 8. Achievement varied 

within and across ethnic groups. Each ethnic group was made up of high and low achievers and, on average, the 

learners in each group made similar levels of ‘progress’ between Year 4 and Year 8. Ākonga Māori scored lower, 

on average, than non-Māori students on the NoTA assessment by 13 scale score units at Year 4 and 11 units at 

Year 8. It is important to note that greater proportions of ākonga Māori, compared with non-Māori learners, 

attended lower decile schools. At both Year 4 and Year 8, students attending high decile schools scored higher, on 

average than students who attended mid and low decile schools. The difference at Year 4 between students 

attending high and low deciles schools was 21 scale score units. At Year 8, it was 15 units. 

In 2021, the average NoTA score at both Year 4 and Year 8 was 6 NoTA scale units lower than in 2015. This 

decline in the average score was evident across all subgroups. 

Contextual factors associated with learning in the arts: attitudes, opportunities, resources 

Up to 400 students at each year level completed a computer-based questionnaire about each of the arts disciplines: 

up to 18 students in each school. Up to four teachers in each school completed a teacher questionnaire, with both 

classroom teachers and specialist arts teachers invited to participate. In total, 125 Year 4 teachers and 166 Year 8 

teachers responded. Principals from 54 schools participating at Year 4 and 50 from schools participating at Year 

8 completed a principal questionnaire. 

From students 

In the ‘About You’ section of the questionnaire, students were asked how often they spoke English at home. This 

information is provided to give readers insight into the nature of the sample. Sixty-nine percent of Year 4 students 

and 80 percent of Year 8 students reported they ‘always’ spoke English at home. A further 17 percent at Year 4 

and 15 percent at Year 8 reported they ‘often’ spoke English at home. 

Overall, students were positive about their learning in each of the arts disciplines. In general, and as also found in 

the NMSSA 2015 study, students in Year 4 were more positive than those in Year 8. Ākonga Māori showed similar 

levels of enthusiasm for each of the arts disciplines, compared with non-Māori students, and girls were generally 

more positive about each of the arts disciplines than boys. 

Most students in both year groups agreed at least ‘a little’ they were good at each of the arts disciplines. They were 

most likely to agree that they were good at visual arts compared with the other arts disciplines. Year 4 students were 

least likely to agree that they were good at drama and Year 8 students were least likely to agree that they were good 

at dance. 

Students were asked how often they had opportunities to engage in a range of learning activities associated with 

each discipline at school. Higher percentages of students at both year levels reported opportunities to draw and 

paint in the visual arts than for any other opportunities across the arts disciplines. On average, and as observed in 

the NMSSA 2015 study, boys indicated less involvement than girls in the listed opportunities. 
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Students were also asked to indicate how often they participated in a range of opportunities to learn about each of 

the arts disciplines outside of school. Overall, girls were more likely than boys to indicate that they participated in 

formal learning activities related to the arts outside of school. Girls were also more likely than boys to indicate 

that they involved themselves in performance activities by themselves or with others in the arts. Once again, these 

findings were consistent with those reported in 2015. 

From teachers 
When asked about student opportunities to engage in each of the learning opportunities, Year 4 and Year 8 teachers 

showed very similar response patterns. There were very few instances where one quarter or more of teachers 

reported that their students engaged in a learning opportunity ‘very often’. In dance, there were no examples of 

this. 

Teachers were asked how many hours in total their classes spent learning each of the arts disciplines across the 

year. At both year levels, responses varied within and across the disciplines. Teachers reported that more time was 

spent in activities related to visual arts than to dance, drama or music. 

A small proportion of teachers indicated that they had taken part in professional learning and development (PLD) 

in the arts disciplines over the past five years. This was most evident for dance and drama, where the proportions 

of teachers indicating that the last time they had received PLD was ‘more than 5 years ago’ or ‘never’ was close 

to 80 percent at each year level. In the 2015 NMSSA study, teachers were asked if they had received PLD in the 

arts disciplines in the past 12 months, at that time, less than a third indicated that they had. 

As also observed in the 2015 NMSSA study, the proportion of teachers who agreed that they were confident about 

teaching visual arts was greater than for any of the other arts disciplines. Around 40 percent of teachers disagreed 

that they were confident teaching and assessing dance and music. 

Nearly all teachers agreed that it was important to teach each of the arts disciplines. At both year levels, teachers 

were more likely to respond with ‘strongly agree’ when rating the importance of teaching visual arts than the other 

arts disciplines. 

From principals 

At both Year 4 and Year 8, close to half of principals reported that there had been no developmental focus in the 

arts in the past five years and rated dance, drama and music as having relatively low priority in comparison with 

other learning areas. Principals tended to give a higher priority rating to the visual arts; although, relatively few 

principals at each year level rated it as a high priority. The principals in the 2021 study were less likely than those 

from the 2015 study to indicate any of the arts disciplines were a priority. 

Principals indicated that specialist teachers were more likely to contribute to the teaching of the arts disciplines at 

Year 8, whereas, at Year 4, each of the arts disciplines was more likely to be taught by a classroom teacher with 

little or no added support. At Year 8, principals reported that specialists taught all or nearly all the music 

programmes in over one half of their schools, and all or nearly all the visual arts programmes in just under one 

half of their schools. Dance and drama were taught by, or mainly by, specialists in over one third of schools at 

Year 8. These findings are similar to those reported in 2015. 

Many principals noted limited access to comprehensive professional development across the arts disciplines. They 

were, however, generally more positive about access to programmes associated with the visual arts compared with 

dance, drama and music. These findings were consistent with those reported in 2015. 
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1 Introduction to the National Monitoring 
Study of Student Achievement 

This chapter provides a broad overview of the purpose and features of the National Monitoring Study of Student 

Achievement (NMSSA). It introduces the 2021 study, outlines the structure of the arts learning area report and 

describes where further information and reporting can be located. 

1. Purpose and features of national monitoring 

NMSSA is designed to assess student achievement at Year 4 and Year 8 in New Zealand English-medium state 

and state-integrated schools. The main purposes of NMSSA are to: 

• provide a snapshot of student achievement against the New Zealand Curriculum1 

• identify factors that are associated with achievement 

• assess strengths and weaknesses across the curriculum 

• measure change in student achievement over time 

• provide high-quality, robust information for policy makers, curriculum planners and educators.  

NMSSA has a particular focus on Māori and Pacific students. Where appropriate, it also reports on the achievement 

of students in the study with special learning support needs.  

The study began in 2012 and has been carried out over a five-year cycle. During the first cycle, we set the baseline 

for measuring change in student achievement over time in subsequent cycles. Cycle 2 commenced in 2017 and 

concluded in 2021. In 2021, the NMSSA study focused on three learning areas from the New Zealand Curriculum: 

the arts, learning languages and technology. This was a greater number than previous NMSSA studies, which 

typically involved two learning areas. The focus on three learning areas was made necessary after the 2020 

NMSSA study was cancelled due to disruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. The assessments were 

conducted by experienced, specially trained classroom teachers during Term 3 (July to September) of 2021. 

The study continues monitoring undertaken by the National Education Monitoring Project (NEMP) between 1995 

and 2010. It also complements information generated by international evaluation studies, such as the Trends in 

International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study 

(PIRLS) and the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA). 

In addition to designing and carrying out an assessment programme, NMSSA collects contextual information from 

students, teachers and principals to help understand the factors associated with student achievement. This 

information includes: student attitudes to, and their confidence and opportunities to learn in, the specific learning 

area being investigated; teachers’ confidence in teaching the specific learning area and their views on the learning 

opportunities provided to students in classroom programmes; teacher and principal views of the professional and 

curriculum support provided by the school and the school’s provision of the learning area. 

The project is supported by advisory panels of curriculum experts and sector representatives. 

2. The impact of COVID-19 on the 2021 study 

The 2021 NMSSA assessment programme was interrupted by a nationwide lockdown that occurred midway 

through Term 3 associated with the COVID-19 pandemic. This resulted in the entire programme being suspended 

for two-and-a-half weeks. When the study resumed in Week 7 of the term, schools in Auckland and Northland 

were still in lockdown and unable to participate. To make the most of the time remaining for data collection, the 

  
1 Ministry of Education. (2007). The New Zealand Curriculum. Wellington, New Zealand: Learning Media Ltd. 
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NMSSA team adjusted the programme so one-and-a-half, rather than two-and-a-half, days were spent in each 

school. This enabled a shortened assessment programme to be undertaken in most of the remaining schools outside 

of the Auckland and Northland regions in the last weeks of the term.  

The interruption to the programme has meant that the national sample for 2021 is made up of fewer students from 

a smaller number of schools than was originally intended. In total, 1,015 students at Year 4 and 1,053 students at 

Year 8 were involved in the study. The students represented 61 schools at Year 4 and 64 schools at Year 8. This 

compares with the original intention to sample about 2,200 students from 100 schools at each of Year 4 and Year 8. 

The interruption to the study also affected the general representativeness of the sample across the regions (Table 

1.1) and across school decile and ethnic groups (Table 1.2). As can be seen, students from Auckland are under-

represented. In addition, the number of Pacific students involved in the study is low (about 100 at each year level, 

whereas under normal circumstances over 300 at each year level would be anticipated to take part).  

Table 1.1 Comparison of the percentage of students nationally and in the actual sample, by region  

  Year 4  Year 8  

Region  
Expected sample 

(%)  
Actual sample  

(%)  
Expected sample 

(%)  
Actual sample  

(%)  

Auckland  36  18  33  15  

Bay of Plenty, Waiariki  8  7  8  11  

Canterbury and Chatham Islands  12  20  12  17  

Hawke’s Bay, Tairāwhiti  5  6  5  3  

Nelson, Marlborough, West Coast  3  4  4  1  

Otago, Southland  6  8  7  9  

Tai Tokerau  4  2  4  4  

Taranaki, Whanganui, Manawatū  7  7  7  11  

Waikato  9  11  9  12  

Wellington  11  17  11  16  

 

Table 1.2 Comparison of the percentage of students nationally and in the actual sample, by decile and ethnic group 

 

Variable  

Year 4 Year 8 

Expected sample 
(%)  

Actual sample  
(%)  

Expected sample 
(%)  

Actual sample  
(%)  

Decile  Decile 1–2  17  12  15  11   

  Decile 3–4  17  15  16  18   

  Decile 5–6  16  16  22  20   

  Decile 7–8  22  25  23  33   

  Decile 9–10  28  33  23  19   

Ethnicity  New Zealand European  57  62  61  67  

  Māori  24  23  26  28  

  Pacific  13  10  13  8  

  Asian  18  15  13  10  

  Other  5  5  4  4  

The NMSSA team investigated the possibility of using sample weights to adjust for differences between the 

achieved sample and the expected nationally representative sample. This work showed that the impact of weighting 

was minimal. As a result, NMSSA has not used weighting in the reporting. However, NMSSA has chosen to limit 

some aspects of the reporting when numbers are low. For example, while the reporting does provide results for 

Pacific students in the samples, these are not used to draw inferences at a national level or to make comparisons 

with other groups.  

The impact of the COVID-19 lockdown on the sample reduces the statistical confidence associated with the 2021 

results. There is also a possibility that the lockdown interrupted students’ learning and that some students on their 
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return to school may have found it difficult to perform at their best in the study. These implications need to be kept 

in mind when reading the report and interpreting results. It is also important to consider the more general impact 

of the COVID-19 pandemic. In the 18 months leading up to the study, schools, students and whānau had to cope 

with considerable disruption, including extended periods of remote learning. Over this time, schools had to 

prioritise how they used time and put more effort into maintaining student wellbeing and providing pastoral care. 

Although NMSSA cannot directly quantify any learning losses associated with disruptions caused by COVID-19, 

it is likely they have had at least some negative impacts. 

3. Structure of the arts report 

This report is designed to provide a succinct overview of the key findings from the 2021 NMSSA study of the arts 

learning area. The report is set out in four chapters. 

• This chapter provides a broad overview of the NMSSA programme. 

• Chapter 2 briefly describes the 2021 assessment programme in the arts learning area, including providing 

information about the Nature of the Arts (NoTA) achievement measure used to assess the arts. Information 

is also provided about the contextual questionnaires. 

• Chapter 3 presents the findings for Year 4 and Year 8 student achievement in the arts. It also compares 

achievement between Year 4 and Year 8 students, and differences between subgroups of gender, ethnicity, 

school decile and type of school. Differences in achievement from the NMSSA assessment of the arts in 

2015 are discussed. 

• Chapter 4 presents the findings from the contextual questionnaires for students, teachers and principals. 

Appendix 1 contains summary statistics related to the assessment of the arts.  

4. Further information  

This report is supplemented by several other reports and an online interactive statistical application.  

A separate insights report provides in-depth information for teachers and schools about the 2021 NMSSA arts 

learning area study, including annotated examples of questions and tasks used in the assessments.  

• A Summary of Results from the 2021 NMSSA for schools and teachers is sent to all schools via the 

Education Gazette. 

• The NMSSA report Technical Information 2021 contains background and technical information.  

• The online interactive application allows users to generate tables and graphs using achievement and 

contextual data generated by the 2021 study.  

• All reports and the interactive application can be found on the NMSSA website (www.nmssa.otago.ac.nz). 

Note that the Insights report will be made available on the website in early 2023.   

https://www.nmssa.otago.ac.nz/
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2 NMSSA Assessment Programme for the Arts 
Learning Area 

This chapter provides an overview of the 2021 National Monitoring Study of Student Achievement (NMSSA) 

study of the arts learning area. It includes three parts. 

• Part 1 discusses the arts learning area of the New Zealand Curriculum.2 

• Part 2 describes the components of the 2021 NMSSA assessment programme for the arts learning area. 

• Part 3 provides descriptions of the skills and knowledge associated with increasing achievement on the 

Nature of the Arts (NoTA) assessment. 

1. The Arts and The New Zealand Curriculum 

The New Zealand Curriculum2 defines the arts as: 

… powerful forms of expression that recognise, value, and contribute to the unique bicultural and 

multicultural character of Aotearoa New Zealand, enriching the lives of all New Zealanders. The arts have 

their own distinct languages that use both verbal and non-verbal conventions, mediated by selected 

processes and technologies. Through movement, sound and image, the arts transform people’s creative 

ideas into expressive works that communicate layered meanings (page 20). 

The arts learning area is presented as one learning area with four disciplines: 

• dance  

• drama 

• music – sound arts (hereafter referred to as ‘music’) 

• visual arts. 

Each of the four arts disciplines has its own distinctive body of knowledge, concepts and modes of enquiry, and 

its own forms or genres, styles, conventions and processes. The curriculum requires that students at Year 4 and 

Year 8 have access to learning in each of the arts disciplines. 

The achievement objectives for the arts are organised into four strands: 

• understanding the arts in context  

• developing practical knowledge in the arts  

• developing ideas in the arts  

• communicating and interpreting in the arts.  

How the strands are incorporated in the learning process varies across disciplines and in emphasis across age 

bands. 

2. Previous assessment of the arts 

The 2021 NMSSA study of the arts follows on from the study carried out in 2015. The 2015 study involved three 

assessment components: a general assessment made up of tasks from across the disciplines (the NoTA assessment), 

teacher judgements of student’s performance skills in each discipline; and some practical tasks in music and visual 

arts.  

  
2  Ministry of Education. (2007). The New Zealand Curriculum. Wellington, New Zealand: Learning Media Ltd. 
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Seventy-two percent of Year 4 students achieved above the minimum score on the NoTA assessment associated 

with achieving curriculum level 2 objectives. Sixty-three percent of Year 8 students achieved above the minimum 

score on the NoTA assessment associated with achieving curriculum level 4 objectives.  

From 1995 to 2008, the National Education Monitoring Project (NEMP) monitored achievement in music and 

visual arts in four-yearly intervals at Year 4 and Year 8; dance and drama were not monitored. 

3. The 2021 NMSSA assessment programme in the arts learning area 

The arts learning area posed two significant challenges for assessing student achievement in schools within a 

(anticipated) two-and-a-half day school visit: the breadth of the arts (four disciplines with varying emphasises 

across the strands) and the depth of the arts (each discipline has its own distinct body of knowledge and skills). In 

response, and with the support of a curriculum advisory panel, the NMSSA team developed an assessment 

programme for the 2021 study of the arts learning area that involved four components (see Table 2.1). The first 

two components focused on assessing achievement in the arts. The third and fourth components looked at student, 

teacher and principal perspectives regarding teaching and learning in the arts. The programme built on the one 

used in 2015. A notable difference was the absence of teacher judgements of performance skills in the 2021 

assessment. The decision not to repeat the teacher judgements was based on the need to streamline the demand on 

school and teacher time, given the overall NMSSA programme in 2021 involved three learning areas rather than 

the more typical two. The 2021 programme, however, did include practical tasks across all disciplines; in 2015, 

practical tasks were only included for music and visual arts. 

Table 2.1 summarises the focus and approach for each component of the 2021 arts programme.  

Table 2.1 Components of the 2021 NMSSA programme in the arts learning area 

Component Focus Approach 

1. Nature of  
the Arts 
assessment   

Across dance, drama, music and visual arts:  

• understanding the arts in context 

• developing practical knowledge in the arts 

• developing ideas in the arts (for visual arts) 

• interpreting in the arts 

• Group-administered tasks mainly 
presented by computer 

• Completed by all Year 4 and Year 8 
students (about 1,000 at each year level)  

2.  Practical tasks  Across dance, drama, music and visual arts: 

• developing practical knowledge in  
the arts 

• Students created a movement sequence 
for dance 

• Students reflected on role play in drama 

• Students cooperated in a group to create 
a sound picture 

• Students produced a pencil drawing for 
visual arts 

• Tasks were completed by up to six 
students per school  

3. Student 
questionnaire 

• Student attitudes to dance, drama, music 
and visual arts 

• Student reports of opportunities and 
experiences at school in dance, drama, music 
and visual arts 

• Computer-based student questionnaires  

• Students in about one-half of the schools 
responded to questions about dance and 
visual arts; and students in the remaining 
half responded to questions about 
drama and music 

4. Teacher and 
principal 
questionnaires 

• Teacher and principal views of arts 
instruction in their school 

• Teacher confidence as arts educators 

• Professional learning and development in the 
arts 

• Provision for teaching the arts in the school 

• Paper-based questionnaires 

• Up to four teachers in each school 
 

* Applied only to Year 8 students  
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Component 1: The Nature of the Arts (NoTA) assessment 

Knowledge of and appreciation for the arts processes and fundamental concepts in the arts were assessed with a 

group-administered assessment called the Nature of the Arts (NoTA) assessment. The assessment included tasks 

associated with all four arts disciplines and primarily emphasised aspects of three strands of the curriculum: 

understanding the arts in context; developing practical knowledge in the arts; and interpreting in the arts. The 

fourth strand (developing ideas in the arts) was assessed for visual arts in NoTA. The NoTA assessment presented 

many of the tasks on computer and included a mixture of selected-response and short open-ended response 

questions. Students wrote their answers to the short-response questions in a booklet.  

The NoTA assessment drew from a bank of 16 tasks. Each task included a set of items based on one theme or idea. 

Some items covered more than one strand of the arts curriculum. There was a balanced coverage of each discipline 

within the bank of tasks (four tasks from each discipline). However, the relative emphasis of each strand varied 

between disciplines. For example, the strand ‘understanding the arts in context’ was more strongly emphasised in 

dance and visual arts than in drama and music. During the assessment, each student answered a subset of the tasks. 

Nature of the Arts scale 

An item response theory (IRT) approach3 was used to analyse the student responses to the 2021 NoTA assessment. 

This included analysing responses to the questions for any bias with respect to year level, gender and ethnicity. 

Appendix 2 of NMSSA Technical Information 2021 provides details about the IRT approach and the development 

of the scales. 

The use of common assessment items in the NoTA assessments for 2015 and 2021 meant that student achievement 

recorded on the 2021 assessment could be located and compared with achievement recorded in 2015. It also 

allowed achievement to be reported against the same curriculum expectation scores used in 2015. These were set 

as part of a curriculum alignment exercise associated with the 2015 assessment. 

Similar to all NMSSA scales, the NoTA scale was originally designed so that the combined average score for Year 

4 and Year 8 students in 2015 was 100 scale score units and the average standard deviation over the two year 

levels was 20 scale score units. Scales that are used over more than one cycle (such as the NoTA scale), tend to 

lose this property as achievement patterns change in subsequent cycles. 

Item map  

Figure 2.1 provides an item map that shows where each of the tasks in the NoTA assessment was located on the 

NoTA scale. Each task is represented by a coloured rectangle, with the dots within each representing the items that 

made up the task. Items located higher on the scale than other items indicate that they were relatively more difficult. 

  
3  Item response theory (IRT) is an approach to constructing and scoring assessments and surveys that measure mental competencies and 

attitudes. IRT seeks to establish a mathematical model to describe the relationship between people (in terms of their levels of ability or 

the strengths of their attitude) and the probability of observing a correct answer or a particular level of response to individual questions. 

IRT approaches provide flexible techniques for linking assessments made up of different questions to a common reporting scale. The 

common scale allows the performance of students to be compared regardless of which form of the assessment they were administered. 

The techniques used to do the scaling were similar to those used in studies such as the Programme for International Student Assessment 

(PISA) and the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS). 



 

10 NMSSA Report 25: The Arts 2021 – Key Findings 

 
Figure 2.1  Item map for the Nature of the Arts (NoTA) assessment 

Examples of the Nature of the Arts assessment tasks  

Examples of NoTA tasks from each arts discipline are presented on the following pages. All four tasks were 

presented to students using a computer. The main features of each task are shown along with an example question 

(item) from the task. The task features provided include the curriculum strands associated with the task and the 

task stimulus material. For each item, the focus is identified along with the scoring guide and examples of 

responses. 

Dance 

In the task called Sāsā (see Figure 2.2), students were asked to respond to four items about a media clip of a dance 

performance. Figure 2.2 shows the second item explained that the dancers shown in the clip used their bodies in 

different ways to make sound, including clapping the palms of their hands together in front of their body. Students 

were then asked to ‘Describe in detail another way they used their body to create sound’. 
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Curriculum strand:  Developing practical knowledge in the arts 

 

 Item 2. 
The dancers used their 
bodies in lots of 
different ways to 
create sound in this 
sāsā. One of the ways 
they did this was, they 
clapped the palms of 
their hands together in 
front of their body. 
Describe in detail 
another way they used 
their body to create 
sound. 

 

Focus: Identifies and describes movement features 

Scoring guide Student responses 

0 

Inappropriate/limited 
response  
 

‘I don’t know’ 

‘clapping hands’  

‘hitting floor’  

‘shouting’ 

1  

Simple description of a 
way in which sound is 
created  

 

‘hitting knees’ 

‘stamping fist’  

‘smacking chest’ 

‘calling out with voice’  

‘hitting ground with hands’ 

2 

Clear/precise 
description of how 
specific body parts are 
involved in creating 
sound  
 

‘stamping fists across the ground to create a beat’ 

‘in pairs tapping hands and elbows together’  

‘hitting thighs with palms of hands’ 

Figure 2.2 Item 2 of the Nature of the Arts task Sāsā 

Samoan sāsā dance performance: Auckland Libraries Heritage Collections POLY-D-2015-167 
(image substituted for video footage used in task) 
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Drama 

In the task called Working in Role (Figure 2.3), students were asked to watch a video where a person moves into 

role and then respond to five questions about it. Figure 2.3 shows the third item required students to describe how 

the actor used two drama techniques to tell the story.  

Curriculum strands:  • Developing practical knowledge in the arts  • Communicating and interpreting 

Context: In this activity, you will be thinking about what people do when they are working in drama. You are going to 
watch a video where a person will move into role. That means they are going to pretend to be someone else. 
As you watch, think about what this person is doing to show who they are pretending to be. 

Item 3. The actor used 
drama techniques 
to tell the story. 
The drama 
techniques the 
actor used were: 
Voice, Movement, 
Gesture, Facial 
expression, Use of 
space. 
Describe how the 
actor used two of 
these drama 
techniques to tell 
the story. 

 
Focus: Discusses meaning and intention, and how it is communicated 

Scoring guide Student responses 

0: Limited description “he changed his voice”, “he acted like he was crying”, “he wrote/read a letter”, “hand 
gesture”, “clothes” 

1: Simple description of 
technique(s) connected 
to the story 

“changed face/voice from sad to happy”, “used pauses” 

 

2: Describes a technique(s) 
and connects them to the 
story 

“finds a space to sit alone while writing the letter; hunched position shows he is 
unhappy; changed voice and emotion to a happier tone when he talked about the 
letters and cake from home; gesture of hand placed on pocket where photo is kept; 
gesture of holding letter to face to feel closer to those at home; he paused/hesitated 
when he talked about the battle as though he was worried; he took time to unfold the 
letter to build up suspense; his way of looking around as though paranoid of attack” 

Figure 2.3 Item 1 of the Nature of the Arts task Working in Role 

Music 

Figure 2.4 shows a music task called Instruments. As part of the task, students were asked to answer two items. 

As can be seen, the first item required students to match the sound of a musical instrument to its picture. 
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Curriculum strand:  Developing practical knowledge in the arts 

Context: On the computer, you will see three groups that describe instruments: instruments that have strings, 
instruments that are blown, and instruments that are hit or shaken. 

Listen to some instruments being played by touching the circles at the bottom of the screen. Drag and drop the 
instrument sound onto the group it belongs to.  

 

 
Item 1a.  Match the instrument sound to its group 

Focus: Distinguishes between sound sources  

Scoring guide Computer marked 

0: No or weak understanding of concept 0–6 correct matches 

1: Partial understanding 7–9 correct matches 

2: Distinguishes sound sources – identifies how instruments are played  10 correct matches 

Figure 2.4 Item 1 of the Nature of the Arts task Instruments 
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Visual arts 

In a visual arts task called White LEGO (Figure 2.5), students were asked to respond to four items about a video 

clip and images of an artwork. Figure 2.5 shows that the first item required students to identify features of the 

process used to make the artwork. 

Curriculum strands:  Understanding the arts in context  

 Developing practical knowledge in the arts 

 Interpreting in the arts 

Context:  You will watch a video clip that shows an artwork called ‘The Cubic Structural Evolution Project’ 
by Olafur Eliasson. The picture also shows you this artwork. As you watch, think about what is 
interesting about the making of this artwork. 

Item 1.  What are two interesting things you notice 
about the making of this artwork? 

 
Focus: Demonstrates an understanding of convention, procedures and processes to make objects and images 

Scoring guide Student responses 

0: Inappropriate response or student is unable to 
respond 

“I don’t know” 

1: Simple literal observation about the process “It’s made of white LEGO and there are a variety of shapes 
like tall buildings because it is a city” 

2: Deeper understanding of the process “The artwork can change because you can take it apart and 
rebuild it” (time-based aspect emphasised) 

“Adults and children participated in building it” (collaborative 
aspect emphasised) 

Figure 2.5 Item 1 of the Nature of the Arts assessment task White Lego 

Nature of the Arts scale description  

Figure 2.6 provides a description of the arts skills and knowledge measured by the NoTA scale (pages 19–20).  

To create the description of the scale, the scoring categories for each question (0, 1 or 2, for instance) in the NoTA 

assessment were located on the scale. This meant identifying where the students who scored in each category were 

most likely to have achieved overall on the scale. For example, the scoring category ‘1’ for item 4 of the arts task 

White LEGO (shown in Figure 2.5) was located at the part of the scale where students who scored a ‘1’ on that 

item were most likely to have achieved overall. Once this had been done for all questions, the descriptors that 

defined each scoring category were examined. The NMSSA team identified the competencies expected as the scale 

locations associated with the different scoring categories increased, and students’ responses became more 

sophisticated. The result was a four-part description, providing a broad indication of what students typically know 

and can do across the arts disciplines when achieving at different places on the scale. 

The description provides a strong sense of how the arts was assessed through the NoTA assessment. Readers are 

encouraged to refer back to the description when considering the meaning of the NoTA scale scores provided 

throughout the report. The scale descriptors have not been written to necessarily ‘line up’ with curriculum levels 

or achievement objectives. They are a direct reflection of what was assessed and how relatively hard or easy 

students found the content of the assessment. 
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Figure 2.6 Description of the Nature of the Arts scale 
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Figure 2.6 Description of the Nature of the Arts scale 
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Component 2: Practical tasks 

The 2021 arts assessment programme included four practical tasks (see Table 2.2). Each task was associated with 

one of the arts disciplines and involved students using practical skills to create an artwork. The tasks for dance and 

music involved the students collaborating with other students, while the task for drama involved them interacting 

with a teacher assessor. For visual arts, the students completed the task independently. The decision to shorten the 

NMSSA assessment programme after the COVID-19 lockdown, restricted the use of the practical tasks. This limited 

the number of students completing each task and means reliable nationally representative results are not available for 

the practical tasks. Information about the practical tasks will be provided in the Insights reports for the arts. 

Table 2.2 Number of tasks and items in the Nature of the Arts assessment, by strand and discipline 

Discipline Task name Focus 

Dance Creating a movement sequence 
Students work with a partner to create a movement 
sequence that expressed words related to a picture.  

Drama Working in broken dream 
Students work with a teacher assessor to play a role 
and reflect on the experience. 

Music Paper music 
Students collaborate in a group to create a short 
piece of music using sounds made with paper. 

Visual arts Draw, draw, draw 
Starting from a picture showing part of a wing, 
students use a pencil to transform the wing into 
something new. 

Component 3: Student perspectives on the arts 

The third component of the study explored students’ perspectives related to learning in the arts. Students were 

asked to complete a questionnaire presented on a laptop. Two forms of the questionnaire were used. One related 

to dance and visual arts and the other to drama and music. Schools were randomly allocated to one of the two 

questionnaires. The questionnaires asked students about their attitude, confidence and opportunities to learn in the 

respective disciplines. About 650 questionnaire responses were recorded for each discipline (inclusive of both year 

groups). 

Component 4: Teacher and principal perspectives on the arts  

The final component of the NMSSA arts programme used questionnaires to explore teachers’ and principals’ 

perspectives on the arts.  

Up to four teachers from each school were asked to fill in a questionnaire. The teachers invited to participate were 

those who had the most students involved in the NMSSA study, and/or were specialist teachers in one or more of 

the arts disciplines.4 In total, 291 teachers returned a questionnaire: 125 at Year 4 and 166 at Year 8. The art 

questionnaire had four parts related to dance, drama, music and visual arts, respectively. Each school was assigned 

two parts to complete. Each part asked teachers about their confidence teaching in the respective discipline area, 

the learning opportunities they provided for students in their classrooms related to the discipline, and their 

involvement in professional learning and development that was specific to the discipline. 

The principals of the schools involved in the NMSSA study were asked to complete a separate questionnaire. In total, 

104 principals returned a questionnaire: 54 at Year 4 and 50 at Year 8. The questions focused on school-wide 

provision related to the teaching and learning of the arts disciplines. 

  

  
4  Teachers were asked whether or not they were employed as a specialist teacher of international languages or the arts. They were not 

asked about their qualifications for the role. Likewise, principals were asked if their school employed a specialist language teacher for 

international languages or the arts, but details of such teachers’ qualifications were not sought. 
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3 Student Achievement in the Arts 

This chapter describes Year 4 and Year 8 student achievement in the 2021 National Monitoring Study of Student 

Achievement (NMSSA) assessment of the arts. It also compares achievement in 2021 with achievement recorded 

in 2015. Unless stated otherwise, any score differences reported between groups are statistically significant. 

Tables of results related to achievement on the Nature of the Arts (NoTA) assessment are available in Appendix 

1. Additional tables and graphics can be found using the data window on the NMSSA website (nmssa.otago.ac.nz). 

Also available on the website is a reader’s guide describing how graphs and tables are used to present findings in 

NMSSA reports.  

As noted in Chapter 1, the sample of students involved in the 2021 study was smaller than intended due to 

disruptions associated with the COVID-19 pandemic. This affects the reliability of the results, particularly for 

smaller groups in the sample, including results for Pacific students. In this chapter, results for Pacific students are 

shown. However, they are not used to make inferences at a national level or to make comparisons with non-Pacific 

students. 

Overall achievement in the arts  

 The average score for Year 8 students in the arts was 37 NoTA scale score units higher than for Year 4 
students 

The difference between the average scores for Year 4 and Year 8 students on the 2021 NoTA assessment was 

37 NoTA scale score units. This indicates that, on average, students make about 9 scale score units of 

‘progress’ per year, between the two year levels and represents an annualised effect size of 0.42.5  

The annual rate of progress can be used to interpret the size of score differences in terms of ‘years of progress’. 

This should be used as indicative only and does not imply that the rate of progress between Year 4 and Year 

8 is exactly the same each year.  

Figure 3.1 and Figure 3.2 show the distribution of achievement for students in Year 4 and Year 8, respectively. 

  
5  The formula for the effect size calculation is: 

M1−M2

√
(n1−1)s1

2+ (n2−1)s2
2

n1+n2−2

, where M1 and M2 represent the average scores for group 1 and group 2,  

s1 and s2 their standard deviations and n1 and n2 the number in each group. 

https://nmssa.otago.ac.nz/
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Figure 3.1 Distribution of scores for Year 4 students on 
the Nature of the Arts (NoTA) assessment 

 Figure 3.2 Distribution of scores for Year 8 students on 
the Nature of the Arts (NoTA) assessment 

Achievement against the curriculum in the arts 

Figure 3.3 shows the percentage of students at Year 4 and Year 8 who achieved at each curriculum level. 

 Sixty-one percent of students in Year 4 and 52 percent of students in Year 8 achieved at or above 
curriculum expectations on the NoTA assessment 

 

At Year 4, 61 percent of students scored 

above the minimum score on the NoTA 

scale associated with achieving 

curriculum level 2 objectives. At Year 8, 

52 percent of students scored above the 

minimum score associated with 

achieving at curriculum level 4 

objectives. A further 32 percent of 

students at Year 8 scored at level 3. 

 

Figure 3.3 Percentage of students achieving at each curriculum level, by year 
level 
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Achievement by student-level variables in the arts 

Figure 3.4 and Figure 3.5 display the score distributions on the NoTA scale at Year 4 and Year 8 for all students 

and by gender6 and ethnicity.7 

 On average, girls scored higher on the NoTA assessment than boys 

Girls scored higher, on average, than boys on the NoTA assessment at both year levels. The difference 

between the average scores for boys and girls was 10 scale score units at both Year 4 and Year 8. This 

difference is roughly equivalent to one year of ‘progress’. 

 Differences were evident in average achievement between ethnic groups on the NoTA assessment 

Achievement on the NoTA assessment varied within and across ethnic groups. Each ethnic group was made 

up of high and low achievers. On average, the learners in each group made similar levels of ‘progress’ 

between Year 4 and Year 8. Ākonga Māori scored lower, on average, than non-Māori students on the NoTA 

assessment by 13 scale score units at Year 4 and 11 units at Year 8. It is important to note that greater 

proportions of ākonga Māori, compared with non-Māori learners, attended lower decile schools (see below 

for how differences in achievement are related to school decile). 

At Year 8, Asian students scored higher, on average, than non-Asian students by 7 units.  

 
Figure 3.4 Distribution of scores for Year 4 students on the Nature of the Arts (NoTA) scale, by gender and ethnicity  

Note: NZE = New Zealand European. 

  
6  Data related to gender is extracted from the Ministry of Education ENROL data base and provided as either male or female. 

7  Non-prioritised ethnicity was used where students could identify with up to three ethnicities. This meant they could be present in multiple 

ethnic groups. Student ethnicity data were obtained from National Student Number information held on the Ministry of Education 

ENROL database. The ‘New Zealand European’ category included New Zealand Pākehā, Australians and British/Irish. The ‘Pacific’ 

category included Tokelauan, Fijian, Niuean, Tongan, Cook Islands Māori, Samoan and other Pacific peoples. The ‘Asian’ category 

included Filipino, Cambodian, Vietnamese, Other Southeast Asian, Indian, Chinese, Sri Lankan, Japanese, Korean and Other Asians. 
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Figure 3.5  Distribution of scores for Year 8 students on the Nature of the Arts (NoTA) scale, by gender and ethnicity  

Note: NZE = New Zealand European. 

Achievement by school-level variables in the arts 

Figure 3.6 and Figure 3.7 show the performance of students according to school decile band8 and school type9 for 

Year 4 and Year 8, respectively.  

 Differences in achievement were associated with school decile 

At both Year 4 and Year 8, students attending high decile schools scored higher, on average, than students 

who attended mid and low decile schools. The difference at Year 4 between students attending high and low 

deciles schools was 21 scale score units. At Year 8, it was 15 units. 

 
Figure 3.6 Distribution of scores for Year 4 students on the Nature of the Arts (NoTA) scale, by decile band and school type 

  
8 The low decile band comprised students in decile 1 to decile 3 schools, the mid band comprised students in decile 4 to decile 7 schools, 

and the high band comprised students in decile 8 to decile 10 schools. 

9 A composite school combines students from different year levels who are typically found in separate primary or secondary schools. A 

restricted composite, sometimes known as a middle school, caters for Year 7 to Year 10. A contributing school caters for Year 1 to 

Year 6 of schooling. A full primary school caters for Year 1 to Year 8 of schooling. Secondary schools cater for Year 7 to Year 15 of 

schooling, although many cater for Year 9 to Year 15 only. An intermediate school caters for Year 7 and Year 8 of schooling. The 

number of students in the study from restricted composite and composite schools was relatively low (44 and 82 students, respectively). 
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Figure 3.7  Distribution of scores for Year 8 students on the Nature of the Arts (NoTA) scale, by decile band and school type 

Changes in achievement on the Nature of the Arts assessment since 2015 

Achievement in the arts was last assessed in 2015. The use of common items in the 2021 and 2015 NoTA 

assessments meant that the reporting scales constructed in each year could be linked and scores compared. 

Figure 3.8 compares the average score on the NoTA assessment at both time points. Figure 3.9 shows the proportion 

of students achieving at or above curriculum expectations in 2015 and 2021, by year level. 

At both Year 4 and Year 8, there was a statistically significant decrease in the average NoTA score from 2015 
to 2021  

In 2021, the average NoTA score at both Year 4 and Year 8 was 6 NoTA scale score units lower than in 2015. 

This decline in the average score was evident across all subgroups. 

Figure 3.8 Average achievement in the arts in 2015 and 2021, by year level 

Decile band School type All 
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Figure 3.9 The proportion of students achieving at or above curriculum expectations 
in 2015 and 2021, by year level 
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4 Contextual Findings:  
Learning and Teaching in the Arts 

This chapter presents the findings from the contextual data collected as part of the 2021 National Monitoring Study 

of Student Achievement (NMSSA) study of the arts, using questionnaires completed by students, teachers and 

principals. These contextual data were collected for three purposes: to explore factors at school and beyond that 

are believed to influence student achievement; to ‘paint a picture’ of current practices and the beliefs of students, 

teachers and principals; and to compare changes over time. Analysis included identifying differences in results for 

subgroups of students (when appropriate: by year group, arts discipline, school decile, ethnicity and gender), and 

teachers and principals (by year group and arts discipline). Differences greater than 15 percent are reported as 

‘notable’, where subgroups are adequately represented.  

In this chapter, findings are presented in three separate sections, relating to students’, teachers’ and principals’ 

responses to the questionnaires. When tables and graphics are presented for the different arts disciplines, they are 

always ordered alphabetically: dance, drama, music and visual arts. 

As described in Chapter 1, the interruption to the study associated with the COVID-19 lockdown resulted in a 

smaller sample of schools than originally intended. This has affected the general representativeness of the student 

sample, with students from Auckland under-represented. Consequently, a cautious response to reporting on ethnic 

groups has been adopted, which for the most part, is limited to ākonga Māori and non-Māori students, where 

student participant numbers are greater. 

1. Student questionnaire 

All students in the 2021 NMSSA study completed a student questionnaire. They were asked introductory questions 

about themselves in a section of the survey called ‘About You’. Following this, each student was asked to respond 

to items about two of the four arts disciplines: drama, dance, music and visual arts. In total, approximately 300 to 

400 students responded to questions about each of the arts disciplines at both year levels. Table 4.1 shows the 

percentage of students who responded to questions about each discipline by decile band and year level. National 

figures are provided for comparison. 

Table 4.1 Percentage of students who responded to each questionnaire, by school decile band and year level 

 Percentage by decile band 

Arts discipline Low Mid High 

Sample National Sample National Sample National 

Dance       

Year 4 (N=360) 11 29 50 42 39 30 

Year 8 (N=348) 30 25 49 33 22 42 

Drama       

Year 4 (N=361) 11 29 41 42 48 30 

Year 8 (N=341) 18 25 48 33 34 42 

Music       

Year 4 (N=299) 12 29 44 42 44 30 

Year 8 (N=390) 25 25 40 33 35 42 

Art       

Year 4 (N=294) 16 29 49 42 35 30 

Year 8 (N=390) 22 25 46 33 32 42 

 



 

NMSSA Report 25: The Arts 2021 – Key Findings 25 

English spoken at home 

In the ‘About You’ section of the questionnaire, students were asked how often they spoke English at home.  

Figure 4.1 shows how often English was reported to be spoken at home, by year level. 

 
 Over 85 percent of students reported speaking English at home ‘always’ or ‘often’ 

Sixty-nine percent of Year 4 students and 80 percent of Year 8 students reported they ‘always’ spoke English 

at home. A further 17 percent at Year 4 and 15 percent at Year 8 reported they ‘often’ spoke English at home. 

Differences related to school decile band were apparent at both year levels, with slightly smaller proportions 

of students from low decile schools reporting that they always spoke English at home compared with students 

from mid and high decile schools. The difference between students at low and mid decile schools was more 

evident at Year 4 (a 12 percentage point difference) than Year 8 (a 6 percentage point difference). 

 

 

Figure 4.1 Percentage frequency of how often English is spoken at home, by year level 

Student learning in the arts disciplines 

Students were asked about different aspects of their learning experiences in each of the arts disciplines. The questions 

related to each discipline included five items related to their attitudes, one item related to their confidence and 

approximately ten items related to their opportunities to learn the discipline. 

Student attitudes to the arts 

Figures 4.2 to 4.5 show how students responded to the attitude questions for dance, drama, music and visual arts, 

respectively. 

 Overall, students were positive about their learning in each of the arts disciplines 

Overall, students responded positively to the attitudes statements concerning each of the arts disciplines. As 

found in the 2015 study, in general, students in Year 4 were more positive than those in Year 8. Students 

were most positive, overall, about learning in the visual arts. 

Girls were generally more positive about each of the arts disciplines compared with boys. The exception was 

in music, where boys showed similar levels of enthusiasm to girls in Year 8. 

In general, ākonga Māori, showed similar levels of enthusiasm for each of the arts disciplines compared with 

non-Māori students. The exceptions were in dance, where ākonga Māori were notably more positive than 

non-Māori students at Year 4, and drama, where ākonga Māori were notably less positive than non-Māori 

students in Year 8. 
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Figure 4.2 Percentage frequency of responses to the attitude to dance statements, by year level 

 

 

Figure 4.3 Percentage frequency of responses to the attitude to drama statements, by year level 

 



 

NMSSA Report 25: The Arts 2021 – Key Findings 27 

 

Figure 4.4 Percentage frequency of responses to the attitude to music statements, by year level 

 
 

Figure 4.5 Percentage frequency of responses to the attitude to visual arts statements, by year level 

Student confidence in the arts 

Students were asked to respond to four items relating to how good they felt they were in each of the arts disciplines. 

Figure 4.6 shows how students responded. 

 
 At both year levels, students indicated greater confidence in the visual arts than in dance, drama or music 

Students in both year groups were most likely to agree that they were good at visual arts in comparison with 

the other arts disciplines. Year 4 students were least likely to agree that they were good at drama, and Year 

8 students were least likely to agree that they were good at dance. Overall, Year 8 students showed lower 

levels of agreement with each statement compared with Year 4 students. 
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Figure 4.6 Percentage frequency of responses to the confidence in the arts statements, by year level 

Students’ views about opportunities to learn the arts disciplines 

Students were asked about their learning opportunities in the arts disciplines, both in and outside of school. 

Learning opportunities in school 

For each discipline, students were presented with a list of learning opportunities and asked to indicate how often 

they had the opportunity to be engaged in each one. The statements for each discipline and how students responded 

at Year 4 and Year 8 are shown in figures 4.7 to 4.10. 

 

 Overall, students reported higher involvement in learning opportunities related to the visual arts 

Higher percentages of students at both year levels reported more opportunities to draw and paint in the visual 

arts than for other opportunities across the disciplines. 

 Differences were evident in how frequently boys and girls indicated they had opportunities to learn across 
the disciplines 

On average, boys indicated less involvement than girls in the listed opportunities. This was most evident in 

dance and drama and least evident in the visual arts. This pattern was also observed in the 2015 study. 



 

NMSSA Report 25: The Arts 2021 – Key Findings 29 

 

Figure 4.7 Percentage frequency of responses about learning opportunities in dance at school, by year level 
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Figure 4.8 Percentage frequency of responses about learning opportunities in drama at school, by year level 
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Figure 4.9 Percentage frequency of responses about learning opportunities in music at school, by year level 
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Figure 4.10 Percentage frequency of responses about learning opportunities in visual arts, by year level 

Opportunities to learn the arts disciplines outside of school 

Students were asked to indicate how often they participated in a range of opportunities to learn about each of the 

arts disciplines outside of school. Tables 4.2 to 4.5 show the learning opportunities covered and how students 

responded, by gender and year level. 

 Overall, girls reported greater involvement in organised learning about the different arts disciplines 
outside of school 

Overall, girls were more likely than boys to indicate that they participated in organised learning activities, such as 

classes and clubs related to the arts, outside of school. This was most evident for dance, where differences in the 

proportions of boys and girls reporting that they attended lessons, classes or clubs were greatest. As also noted in 

2015, only a slightly greater proportion of girls than boys at both year levels reported learning music outside of 

school. This was also true at Year 4 for learning visual arts outside of school. 
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 Overall, girls were more likely than boys to indicate they were involved in performance activities related to 
the arts by themselves or with others  

Overall, girls were more likely than boys to indicate that they were involved in performance activities by 

themselves or with others across each of the disciplines, with the exception of music at Year 8, where a slightly 

higher percentage of boys indicated this. Differences in boys’ and girls’ responses were most evident for dance, 

where the proportion of girls who indicated that they performed dance by themselves or with others was more than 

twice the proportion of boys. At Year 8, only a slightly greater proportion of girls than boys reported performing 

music by themselves or with others. These response patterns are similar to those noted in 2015. 

Table 4.2  Students’ activity in dance outside of school 

 Percentage of students 

 Year 4  Year 8 

Activity outside of school time Girls 
N=184 

Boys 
N=176 

Girls 
N=169 

Boys 
N=179 

Go to dance lessons, dance classes or 
dance clubs 

34 6 16 3 

Perform dance by yourself or with 
others (at least ‘sometimes’) 

64 26 51 21 

 

Table 4.3  Students’ activity in drama outside of school 

 Percentage of students 

 Year 4  Year 8 

Activity outside of school time Girls 
N=177 

Boys 
N=184 

Girls 
N=161 

Boys 
N=180 

Go to drama lessons, drama classes or 
drama clubs 

11 6 11 6 

Perform drama by yourself or with 
others (at least ‘sometimes’) 

50 28 37 18 

 

Table 4.4  Students’ activity in music outside of school 

 Percentage of students 

 Year 4  Year 8 

Activity outside of school time Girls 
N=168 

Boys 
N=131 

Girls 
N=180 

Boys 
N=192 

Go to music lessons, music classes or 
music clubs 

26 17 25 19 

Perform music by yourself or with 
others (at least ‘sometimes’) 

66 53 46 49 

 

Table 4.5  Students’ activity in visual arts outside of school 

 Percentage of students 

 Year 4  Year 8 

Activity outside of school time Girls 
N=149 

Boys 
N=145 

Girls 
N=178 

Boys 
N=212 

Go to art lessons, art classes or art 
clubs 

17 14 12 5 

Do you do art by yourself or with others 
(at least ‘sometimes’) 

86 70 78 59 
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2. Teacher questionnaire 

The teachers who had the most students involved in the NMSSA study were invited to complete a questionnaire 

(up to four teachers in each school). Classroom teachers were asked to complete the entire survey and specialist 

teachers of the arts were asked to complete the section of the survey relevant to their discipline. 

Demographic information 

At Year 4, 77 percent of the teachers identified as female, 16 percent identified as male and none identified as 

gender diverse (7 percent of teacher respondents did not answer this question). Seventy-six percent of the sample 

identified as New Zealand European/Pākehā and 18 percent identified as Māori. No other ethnic group comprised 

more than 3 percent of the sample. In total, 54 percent of teachers in the sample reported that they had been 

teaching for 11 or more years. 

At Year 8, 66 percent of the teachers indicated they were female, 26 percent male and none identified as gender 

diverse (8 percent of teacher respondents did not answer this question). Seventy-six percent of the sample 

identified as New Zealand European/Pākehā and 19 percent identified as Māori. No other ethnic group comprised 

more than 2 percent of the sample. In total, 57 percent of teachers in the sample reported that they had been 

teaching for 11 or more years. 

Table 4.6 shows the percentage of teacher participants by school decile at Year 4 and Year 8.  

Table 4.6 Percentage of teachers who responded to any part of the arts questionnaire, by year level and decile  
(rounded to whole numbers) 

 Percentage of teachers 

Decile band 
 Year 4 

N=125 
 Year 8 

N=166 

Low   21   20 

Mid   41   41 

High   38   39 

 
Table 4.7 shows the number of teachers who responded to questions about each arts discipline, by year level and 

classroom teacher/specialist teacher status. More responses were received from Year 4 teachers than Year 8. 

Specialist teachers were more evident among respondents at Year 8 than Year 4 across all the arts disciplines. 

It is important to note, that even in years where the NMSSA study has not been disrupted, the teacher sample is 

not necessarily nationally representative. Thus, findings related to teachers should be interpreted as a broad 

indication of teachers’ views about teaching and learning in the arts. 

Table 4.7 Responses to the teacher questionnaire for each arts discipline, by year level 

 Responses 

 Dance Drama Music Visual arts 

 Year 4 Year 8 Year 4 Year 8 Year 4 Year 8 Year 4 Year 8 

Total number of 
teachers  

100 87 101 84 99 78 102 88 

Number of 
specialist teachers 

2 11 0 10 3 11 1 16 

 

  



 

NMSSA Report 25: The Arts 2021 – Key Findings 35 

Teachers’ views about students’ opportunities to learn the arts  

For each arts discipline, teachers were asked to indicate how often students in their classes had the opportunity to 

take part in a range of learning opportunities. Figures 4.11 to 4.14 show how teachers responded for dance, drama, 

music and visual arts, respectively. 

 

 Few notable differences were evident between the responses of Year 4 and Year 8 teachers to the 
students’ opportunities to learn in the arts  

Overall, Year 4 and Year 8 teachers showed very similar patterns of responses to the students’ opportunities 

to engage in each of the learning opportunities. No notable differences were evident in their responses in 

dance or drama. In response to the music items, there were two notable differences: Year 8 teachers reported 

more opportunities for students to ‘Read music’ and ‘Make up music using technology’ than Year 4 teachers. 

The one notable difference evident in the visual arts responses was that Year 4 teachers reported greater 

opportunity for their students to ‘Go on a school trip to look at or do art, like a trip to a gallery’ than Year 8 

teachers. 

 

 Teachers were more likely to indicate that learning opportunities were presented ‘very often’ for drama, 
music and visual arts than they were for dance  

Instances where 25 percent or more of teachers reported that their students engaged in a learning opportunity 

‘very often’ were few. For dance, there were no examples of this. In drama, more than 25 percent of teachers 

at both year levels reported their students ‘very often’ ‘take part in cultural groups’. In music, at both year 

levels, more than 25 percent of teachers reported that their students took part in ‘cultural groups’ and ‘singing’ 

‘very often’, and at Year 4, ‘Dance/move to music. For visual arts, more than 25 percent of teachers at Year 

4 and close to 25 percent of teachers at Year 8 reported that their students ‘very often’ ‘draw’. 
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Figure 4.11 Teachers’ views of their students’ opportunities and experiences in dance, by year level 
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Figure 4.12 Teachers’ views of their students’ opportunities and experiences in drama, by year level 
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Figure 4.13 Teachers’ views of their students’ opportunities and experiences in music, by year level 
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Figure 4.14  Teachers’ views of their students’ opportunities and experiences in visual arts, by year level 

Time spent learning in the arts 

Teachers were asked how many hours in total their classes spent learning each of the arts disciplines over the year. 

Figures 4.15 to 4.18 show their responses at Year 4 and Year 8, by discipline. 

 
 Time spent learning in the arts varied within and across disciplines 

The amount of time teachers reported that their classes were involved in learning about the arts showed 

variation within and across the disciplines. Most teachers indicated that at least 5 to 10 hours were dedicated 

to each discipline over the year. Overall, teachers at both year levels indicated that their students spent more 

time learning in visual arts than the other arts disciplines. In general, the patterns were fairly similar for each 

discipline at both year levels. 
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Figure 4.15 Percentage frequency of teachers’ reports of the hours students spend learning dance over the year, by year level 

 

 

Figure 4.16  Percentage frequency of teachers’ reports of the hours students spend learning drama over the year, by year level 
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Figure 4.17  Percentage frequency of teachers’ reports of the hours students spend learning music over the year, by year level 

 

 

Figure 4.18  Percentage frequency of teachers’ reports of the hours students spend learning visual arts over the year, by year level 

 

Professional learning and development 

For each of the arts disciplines, teachers were asked to indicate when they had last received professional learning 

and development (PLD). Figures 4.19 to 4.22 show how teachers responded for each of the arts disciplines, by 

year level. 
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 Teachers indicated limited opportunities to take part in professional learning and development  

For each discipline, a relatively small proportion of teachers indicated that they had taken part in PLD over 

the past five years. This was most marked for dance and drama, where the proportions of teachers responding 

with ‘more than 5 years ago’ or ‘never’ were close to 80 percent at each year level. Slightly greater 

proportions of teachers indicated they had more recent involvement in PLD for visual arts at both year levels, 

and for music at Year 8. In the 2015 study, teachers were asked if they had received PLD in the past 12 months. 

At that time, less than a third of teachers at both year levels reported that they had received PLD in these 

disciplines. Similar to 2021, teachers in 2015 reported greater PLD involvement in music and the visual arts 

than in dance and drama. 

 

Figure 4.19 Percentage of teachers’ responses regarding the last time they received professional learning and development in dance, 
by year level 
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Figure 4.20 Percentage of teachers’ responses regarding the last time they received professional learning and development in drama, by 
year level 

 

Figure 4.21 Percentage of teachers’ responses regarding the last time they received professional learning and development in music, 
by year level 

 

Figure 4.22 Percentage of teachers’ responses regarding the last time they received professional learning and development in visual arts, 
by year level 

Confidence teaching the arts 

Teachers were asked to rate how confident they felt about teaching and assessing each of the arts disciplines. 

Figures 4.23 and 4.24 show how they responded regarding teaching and assessing, respectively, by year level. 
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 Year 4 and Year 8 teachers were most likely to report feeling confident teaching and assessing visual arts 
compared with teaching dance, drama or music 

The proportion of teachers at each year level who agreed that they were confident about teaching visual arts 

was greater than for any of the other arts disciplines. This finding is consistent with teachers’ responses in 

2015. In 2021, approximately 40 percent of teachers disagreed that they were confident teaching and 

assessing dance and music. 

 

 

Figure 4.23 Teachers’ rating of their confidence teaching each of the arts disciplines, by year level 

 

 
Figure 4.24 Teachers’ rating of their confidence assessing students’ progress and achievement in each of the arts disciplines, by year level 
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Importance of the arts 

Teachers were asked to rate how important they believed it was to teach each of the arts disciplines. Figure 4.25 

shows how they responded. 

 
 

Nearly all teachers agreed that it was important to teach each of the arts disciplines 

Nearly all teachers agreed that it was important to teach each of the arts disciplines. At both year levels, 

teachers were more likely to respond with ‘strongly agree’ when rating the importance of teaching visual 

arts. 

 

Figure 4.25 Teachers’ rating of the importance of teaching each of the arts disciplines, by year level 

3. Principal questionnaire 

Principals at each school that participated in the 2021 NMSSA study were asked to complete a questionnaire about 

how their school provided for students’ learning in the arts. Principals were asked to answer in relation to the 

learning of the year level that had been assessed in their school: Year 4 or Year 8. Principals also provided 

information about overall characteristics of their school. If principals felt they did not have time to complete the 

questionnaire, they were asked to delegate it to a member of their school’s leadership team. In this report, all 

respondents are referred to as principals. 

In total, 104 principals responded to the questionnaire: 54 at Year 4 and 50 at Year 8. Table 4.8 shows the number 

and percentage of questionnaires completed by principals, by school decile band. 

Table 4.8 Number and percentage of principals who responded to the principal questionnaire, by school decile band 

 Number and percentage of principals 

 
Year 4 
N=54 

Year 8  
N=50 

School decile N Percentage N Percentage 

Low 11 20 13 26 

Mid 20 37 21 42 

High 23 43 16 32 
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Programme development in the arts 

Principals were asked whether, in the past five years, the arts as a whole or any of the arts disciplines had been a 

focus area for development within the school. Figure 4.26 shows how principals responded in relation to the arts 

as a learning area, by year level. 

 Up to half of principals indicated no developmental focus in the arts in the past five years 

At both Year 4 and Year 8, close to half of principals reported that there had been no developmental focus in 

the arts in the past five years. While about 40 to 50 percent of principals indicated the arts had been a minor 

development focus in that time, only a small proportion indicated it had been a major focus. 

 

 

Figure 4.26 Percentage of principals rating the arts as having been an area for development within their school in the past five years, 
by year level 

Priority of the arts in schools 

Principals were asked to indicate the relative priority their schools gave to each of the arts disciplines, compared 

with other learning areas. For each discipline, they selected from ‘Relatively low priority’, ‘Some priority’ and 

‘High priority’. Figure 4.27 shows principals’ responses. 

 About half of principals rated dance, drama and music as having relatively low priority relative to other 
learning areas 

Principals at both Year 4 and Year 8 often used ‘Relatively low priority’ to rate the priority of dance, drama 

and music in their schools. Principals tended to give a higher priority rating to the visual arts. However, 

relatively few principals at each year level rated visual arts as a high priority. Principals at both year levels 

in this sample were less likely than those in the 2015 study to indicate that any of the arts disciplines were a 

priority. 
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Dance Drama 

  

Music Visual arts 

 

Figure 4.27 Percentage of principals’ ratings of the priority of each of the arts disciplines compared with other learning areas, by year 
level 
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Specialist arts teachers 

 Principals indicated that specialist teachers were more likely to contribute to teaching of the arts 
disciplines at Year 8. Whereas, at Year 4, each of the arts disciplines was more likely to be taught by a 
classroom teacher with little or no added support 

Principals indicated that specialist teachers were more likely to contribute to teaching of the arts disciplines 

at Year 8 than Year 4. At Year 4, each of the arts disciplines was more likely to be taught by a classroom 

teacher with little or no added support. At Year 8, principals reported that specialists taught all or nearly all 

the music programme in over one half of their schools, and all or nearly all of the visual arts programme in 

just under one half of their schools. Dance and drama were taught by, or mainly by, specialists in over one 

third of schools, at Year 8. At Year 4, principals reported that music, dance, drama, and visual arts were each 

taught mainly by classroom teachers in over 80 percent of their schools. These findings are similar to those 

reported in 2015. 

Teaching and learning in the arts 
Principals were presented with a series of statements about the resourcing, organisation, and quality of the learning 

programme associated with each arts discipline in their school. They were asked to indicate the extent to which 

each of the statements described what happened in their school. Figures 4.28 to 4.31 show the statements for each 

art discipline, respectively, and how the principals responded. 

 Principals at Year 8 were more positive than those at Year 4 about their schools’ programmes for music 
and the visual arts 

Principals at Year 8 were more likely than those at Year 4 to use ‘Very like our school’ when responding to 

statements about music and visual arts. In contrast, responses regarding dance and drama showed no clear 

pattern of difference across the two year levels. 

 Many principals noted limited access to comprehensive professional development across the disciplines 

Principals often used ‘Not at all like our school’ when responding to the statement related to the provision of 

a comprehensive professional development programme for each discipline. In general, principals were 

relatively more positive about access to programmes associated with the visual arts compared with dance, 

drama and music. 
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Figure 4.28 Principals’ ratings of teaching and learning statements about dance in their school, by year level 
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Figure 4.29 Principals’ ratings of teaching and learning statements about drama in their school, by year level 
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Figure 4.30 Principals’ ratings of teaching and learning statements about music in their school, by year level 
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Figure 4.31 Principals’ ratings of teaching and learning statements about visual arts in their school, by year level 
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School-wide opportunities for learning in the arts 
Principals were asked about the extent to which several specific opportunities for learning in the arts were part of 

their school’s arts programme. Figure 4.32 shows how they responded. 

 Principals at both year levels indicated that students had a range of specific opportunities to experience 
arts-based learning 

As in the 2015 study, principals in this sample, for both Year 4 and Year 8, were most likely to identify 

school visits to theatres, museums and art galleries as being ‘moderately like’ or ‘very like’ their school’s art 

programmes. Most principals reported each of the activities to be part of the school’s art programme either 

‘to a small extent’ or ‘to a moderate extent’. About one quarter of principals responded with ‘not at all’ or ‘a 

little like our school’ when asked about ‘visiting artists/experts working in the school over a sustained period 

of time’. In 2015, approximately a third of principals indicated this. 

 
Figure 4.32 Percentage frequency of principals rating their school’s provision of opportunities for learning in the arts, by year level 

Note: LEOTC = learning experiences outside the classroom. 
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Appendix: Summary Statistics 

Tables  

Table A1.1. Achievement on the Nature of the Arts scale: Summary statistics for Year 4 students 56 

Table A1.2. Achievement on the Nature of the Arts scale: Summary statistics for Year 8 students 57 
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Notes 

Reporting of statistics 
The following tables report a range of statistics associated with the 2021 NMSSA the arts study.  

Ninety-five percent confidence intervals 
The tables show the 95 percent confidence intervals associated with the statistics. The intervals provide a range 

within which we can be fairly sure the population value for the reported statistic lies. The confidence intervals 

have been adjusted (widened) to account for any design effect associated with NMSSA’s sampling approach (i.e. 

sampling schools and then sampling students). 
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Achievement in the arts 
Table A1.1. Achievement on the Nature of the Arts scale: Summary statistics for Year 4 students 

Group  Sample size Mean Confidence interval for the mean Standard deviation 

All 1,015 75.6 (74.0 , 77.2) 22.0 

Gender     

Girls 523 80.4 (78.2 , 82.6) 21.7 

Boys 492 70.6 (68.4 , 72.8) 21.2 

Ethnicity     

Māori 240 66.1 (62.7 , 69.5) 22.0 

Pacific 93 67.3 (61.9 , 72.7) 22.0 

Asian 147 78.7 (74.8 , 82.6) 20.2 

New Zealand European 643 79.3 (77.4 , 81.2) 21.0 

 

Special educational needs 
(combined) 

105 61.2 (56.6 , 65.8) 19.7 

Decile band     

Low decile 177 61.6 (57.9 , 65.3) 20.6 

Mid decile 407 74.3 (71.7 , 76.9) 21.9 

High decile 431 82.6 (80.4 , 84.8) 19.6 

School type     

Contributing 683 75.6 (73.6 , 77.6) 21.9 

Full primary 332 75.7 (72.8 , 78.6) 22.2 
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Table A1.2. Achievement on the Nature of the Arts scale: Summary statistics for Year 8 students 

 

  

Group  Sample size Mean Confidence interval for the mean Standard deviation 

All  1,051 112.7 (111.1 , 114.3) 22.2 

Gender     

Girls 491 118.1 (115.9 , 120.3) 21.0 

Boys 560 107.9 (105.7 , 110.1) 22.1 

Ethnicity     

Māori 287 104.4 (101.4 , 107.4) 21.6 

Pacific 79 104.5 (98.5 , 110.5) 22.3 

Asian 109 118.7 (113.9 , 123.5) 21.2 

New Zealand European 713 115.8 (113.9 , 117.7) 21.3 

 

Special educational needs 
(combined) 

100 96.1 (90.7 , 101.5) 22.5 

Decile band     

Low decile 243 103.7 (100.3 , 107.1) 22.3 

Mid decile 444 112.5 (110.1 , 114.9) 21.4 

High decile 364 118.8 (116.2 , 121.4) 20.9 

School type     

Full primary 431 111.9 (109.3 , 114.5) 22.6 

Intermediate 28 115.4 (104.6 , 126.2) 22.9 

Secondary 126 116.7 (112.5 , 120.9) 19.8 
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