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Introduction
Since 2008 Australian school children have sat 
standardised tests in Reading, Writing, Language 
Conventions (Spelling, Grammar and Punctuation) and 
Numeracy in years 3, 5, and 7. Year 9 students first 
sat the tests in 2009. This is the National Assessment 
Program – Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN). These 
tests report individual students’ attainment of basic 
skills. It is explained to parents and community 
members as “improving the learning outcomes for all 
Australian students” (MCEETYA, 2009). The Federal 
Government see it as a key program for promoting 
quality education in Australia.

NAPLAN however, has been controversial in the wider 
community. Supporters claim that it increases the 
quality of education through improving accountability 
and transparency. Opponents claim that it is having 
a detrimental impact on the education that students 
receive. This report is the first phase of a larger 
project that looks at the effects of NAPLAN on school 
communities. In this phase, teachers were asked 
their perceptions of the effects of NAPLAN on their 
schools and classrooms via a voluntary online survey. 
The following summary focuses exclusively on the 
perceptions of teachers who are uniquely placed to 
account for the impacts that NAPLAN is having at the 
school and classroom level.



Background Literature
An extensive review of the international research 
literature into high-stakes testing was conducted 
that identified a number of topics for investigation. 
These include the impact high-stakes tests have on 
pedagogy, curriculum, stress for both students and 
teachers, the impact on professional relationships 
within schools and the impact on the self-efficacy 
of teachers.

One of the major issues identified in the literature 
is the impact on teaching strategies (pedagogy). All 
of the researchers reported high-stakes testing like 
NAPLAN increased ‘teaching to the test’ mentalities 
amongst teachers (Comber, 2012; Ryan and Weinstein, 
2009; Barrett, 2009), and the modification of 
curriculum to predominantly address tested outcomes 
(Polesel, Dufler and Turnbull, 2012; Comber, 2012; 
Collins, Reiss and Stobart, 2010; Barrett, 2009; 
Perrault, 2010). A negative impact on teachers’ 
sense of self worth was noted when teachers talked 
of the pressure to perform ‘up to standard’ (Polesel, 
Dufler and Turnbull, 2012). This was also found in 
the UK (Collins, Reiss and Stobart, 2010) and the US 
(Barksdale-Ladd and Thomas, 2000). 

High-stakes tests, and NAPLAN in particular, have 
been found to result in less diverse and creative 
classroom environments (Smeed, Spiller and Kimber, 
2009; Polesel, Dufler and Turnbull, 2012; Comber, 
2012; Klenowski and Wyatt-Smith, 2011). This was 
also found to be a result of the No Child Left Behind 
policy in the US (Baker, Baron, Darling-Hammond, 
Haertel, Ladd, Linn, Ravitch, Rothstein, Shavelson and 
Shepard, 2010; West, 2012; Phelps, 2007), and in the 
UK (Collins, Reiss and Stobart, 2010).

Some literature also questioned the ability of high-
stakes tests to accurately represent the educational 
experience in any given classroom (Jones, 2004; 
Flores and Clark, 2003; Curtis, 2007; Polesel, Dufler 
and Turnbull, 2012; and Wu, 2010). Hardy and 
Boyle (2011) suggest that the abstract nature of 
the assessment process diminishes the reliability 
of the test results. Studies on NAPLAN testing for 
Indigenous students also questions their reliability 
as a true reflection of how these students are 
achieving (Kelnowski and Gertz, 2009; Schwab, 2012; 
Wigglesworth, Simpson and Loakes, 2011; and Morley, 
2011). Some studies also questioned the validity of 
testing results due to margins of error in the testing 
results and conditions (Wu, 2010; Perso, 2009; 
Quinnell and Carter, 2011; Norton, 2009; Klenowski 
and Wyatt-Smith, 2011; and Klenowski and Wyatt-
Smith, 2012). 

Overall the research suggests that high-stakes testing 
may widen the gap between the highest and lowest 
achieving students as teachers adopt a ‘one-size fits 
all’ approach to pedagogy and curriculum due to 
the testing and accountability pressures (Ladson-
Billings, 1997; McCarty, 2009; Baker, et al., 2010). 
In the US low-poverty schools are 22 times more 
likely to be high achieving than are the high-poverty 
schools (Harris, 2007). Further, low-poverty and 
low-minority schools are 89 times more likely to be 
high achieving (Harris, 2007). Au (2009) characterizes 
this as the “zipcode effect”: a phenomena where the 
socioeconomic characteristics of where students live 
equates with their achievement on high-stakes tests. 
In Australia the lowest achieving students are typically 
those that come from “disadvantaged backgrounds” 
(Lange & Meaney, 2011). 

Survey Design
In response to the issues raised in the literature, a 
survey was designed that asked teachers in WA and 
SA questions about the impact of NAPLAN on their 
teaching (pedagogy and curriculum) and classroom 
environments and on their perceptions of the impact 
that NAPLAN had had on their stress and self-efficacy 
(belief in their ability to make a difference through 
their teaching). They were also asked a series of open-
ended questions about the effect on relationships in 
their schools, and the positive and negative impacts 
that they could see.

Voluntary snowball sampling was used to obtain 
participants. To minimize presentation bias, no 
direct incentives were offered for participating in the 
research. To obtain a representative sample, a large 
sample size of nearly 1000 was obtained. As data 
was voluntarily offered, this cannot be considered a 
representative sample. 

Survey Demographics
There were 961 teacher responses (224 male, 737 
female)*. Of these responses, 558 came from Western 
Australia and 383 came from South Australia. 590 
participants taught in Government (or public) schools, 
while 226 taught in Catholic Schools and 145 taught in 
Independent Schools. 233 responses were from high 
school teachers, while 728 were primary teachers. 

* Not all teachers completed the entire survey



Key Findings 
Responses to the quantitative questions on ‘Stress’ and 
‘Curriculum and Pedagogy’ were coded numerically. 
Each of the responses on a Likert scale was give a 
numeric value from 0-4, with 0 indicating Strongly 
Disagree and 4 indicating Strongly Agree. On the 
‘Self-efficacy’ questions responses were coded from 
1-9. From these numeric values means and standard 

Quantitative Results

a. Stress

Survey Item
Frequencies (Percent of responding)

SD = 0 D = 1 N = 2 A = 3 SA = 4 M (SD)

1 I have little time to relax/enjoy my 
teaching.

30 
(3.6%)

153 
(18.3%)

95 
(11.4%)

358 
(42.9%)

198 
(23.7%)

2.6  
(1.1)

2 There is not enough time to get 
things done.

4 
(0.5%)

39 
(4.7%)

37 
(4.4%)

298 
(35.7%)

456 
(54.7%)

3.4  
(0.8)

3 I feel sufficiently prepared for my job. 15 
(1.8%)

123 
(14.7%)

133 
(15.9%)

462 
(55.4%)

101 
(12.1%)

2.6  
(0.9)

4 There is more than enough time to 
prepare for NAPLAN.

147 
(17.6%)

225 
(27.0%)

250 
(30.0%)

175 
(21.0%)

37 
(4.4%)

1.7  
(1.1)

5 There is too much work to do. 7 
(0.8%)

41 
(4.9%)

120 
(14.4%)

359 
(43.0%)

307 
(36.8%)

3.1  
(0.9)

6 The pace of the school day is too fast. 2 
(0.2%)

70 
(8.4%)

143 
(17.1%)

350 
(42.0%)

269 
(32.3%)

3.0  
(0.9)

7 NAPLAN preparation and 
administration takes up too much of 
my time.

13 
(1.6%)

95 
(11.4%)

222 
(26.6%)

267 
(32.0%)

237 
(28.4%)

2.7  
(1.0)

8 I feel I am unable to attend to many 
important tasks.

6 
(0.7%)

110 
(13.2%)

152 
(18.2%)

394 
(47.2%)

172 
(20.6%)

2.7  
(1.0)

9 I have significant control over 
decisions made about classroom/
school matters.

71 
(8.5%)

194 
(23.3%)

160 
(19.2%)

360 
(43.2%)

49 
(5.9%)

2.1  
(1.1)

10 I worry that my NAPLAN results will 
be poor.

60 
(7.2%)

165 
(19.8%)

234 
(28.1%)

292 
(35.0%)

83 
(10.0%)

2.2  
(1.1)

11 I worry I am letting my 
students down.

80 
(9.6%)

203 
(24.3%)

157 
(18.8%)

293 
(35.1%)

101 
(12.1%)

2.2  
(1.2)

Items of note
Generally teachers reported a high level of stress in 
their day to day activities. However, it is important 
to caution that teaching is generally perceived as a 
stressful profession, so it would be false to attribute 
this to NAPLAN alone.

•	 Teachers	generally	find	their	jobs	stressful	(Q1).

•	 Teachers	generally	report	that	that	there	is	time	
stress in their jobs (Q2 and Q5) and that NAPLAN 
administration in particular contributes to this 
stress (Q7).

•	 Teachers	surveyed	report	that	the	time	spent	on	
NAPLAN preparation was adequate (Q4), although 
these results are ameliorated by responses later 
in the survey about how that time is forced into a 
crowded curriculum.

•	 Teachers	generally	feel	that	they	are	doing	their	
best for their students (Q11) and they still feel in 
control of their classrooms (Q9).

deviations were obtained. When reading the tables 
that follow, it is worthwhile remembering that the 
further the average is from ‘2’ (or 5 in the case of the 
‘Self-efficacy’ questions), the greater the consensus 
among the teachers of the impact. A rounding error 
of 0.1 generated by SPSS software has been retained 
where generated. 



b. Curriculum and Pedagogy

Survey Item
Frequencies (Percent of responding)

SD = 0 D = 1 N = 2 A = 3 SA = 4 M (SD)

1 NAPLAN has resulted in me giving 
lessons that improve higher-order 
thinking and critical analysis by my 
students.

148 
(18.3%)

280 
(34.6%)

210 
(26.0%)

156 
(19.3%)

15 
(1.9%)

1.5  
(1.1)

2 NAPLAN has encouraged me to give 
lessons that prepare students for the tests.

25 
(3.1%)

42 
(5.2%)

66 
(8.2%)

468 
(57.8%)

208 
(25.7%)

3.0  
(0.9)

3 NAPLAN promotes classroom 
conversations that lead to sustained 
dialogue between students and 
between teachers and students.

169 
(20.9%)

318 
(39.3%)

207 
(25.6%)

105 
(13.0%)

10 
(1.2%)

1.3  
(1.0)

4 I feel that student learning in language, 
grammar and technical vocabulary have 
improved since the introduction of 
NAPLAN.

112 
(13.8%)

282 
(34.9%)

227 
(28.1%)

172 
(21.3%)

16 
(2.0%)

1.6  
(1.0)

5 I feel that student learning in numeracy 
has improved since the introduction of 
NAPLAN.

122 
(15.1%)

299 
(37.0%)

276 
(34.1%)

105 
(13.0%)

7 
(0.9%)

1.5 
 (0.9)

6 The need to focus on NAPLAN has 
forced me to take class time away from 
other curriculum areas.

23 
(2.8%)

73 
(9.0%)

89 
(11.0%)

331 
(40.9%)

293 
(36.2%)

3.0  
(1.0)

7 The need to focus on NAPLAN has 
resulted in less emphasis and teaching 
time devoted to some curriculum areas 
in all classes at my school.

15 
(1.9%)

85 
(10.5%)

132 
(16.3%)

331 
(40.9%)

246 
(30.4%)

2.9  
(1.0)

8 NAPLAN facilitates students making 
connections from what the tests assess 
to their real-life contexts.

286 
(35.4%)

318 
(39.3%)

155 
(19.2%)

37 
(4.6%)

13 
(1.6%)

1.0  
(0.9)

9 NAPLAN does not enable students 
to focus on identifying and solving 
intellectual and/or real-world problems.

18 
(2.2%)

64 
(7.9%)

194 
(24.0%)

352 
(43.5%)

181 
(22.4%)

2.8  
(1.0)

10 NAPLAN has meant that students have 
control over the pace, directions and 
outcomes of lessons in my class.

322 
(39.8%)

358 
(44.3%)

106 
(13.1%)

18 
(2.2%)

5 
(0.6%)

0.8  
(0.8)

11 NAPLAN promotes a socially supportive 
and positive classroom environment.

327 
(40.4%)

321 
(39.7%)

134 
(16.6%)

23 
(2.8%)

4 
(0.4%)

0.8  
(0.8)

12 The criteria for judging student 
performance in NAPLAN are clear and 
explicit.

97 
(12.0%)

230 
(28.4%)

199 
(24.6%)

257 
(31.8%)

26 
(3.2%)

1.9  
(1.1)

13 NAPLAN promotes classes where 
students are engaged and on task.

253 
(31.3%)

293 
(36.2%)

186 
(23.0%)

71 
(8.8%)

6 
(0.6%)

1.1  
(1.0)

14 NAPLAN facilitates classes where the 
participation of students of different 
backgrounds is encouraged.

309 
(38.2%)

291 
(36.0%)

175 
(21.6%)

32 
(4.0%)

2 
(0.2%)

0.9  
(0.9)

Items of note
Teacher perceptions of the impact of NAPLAN on 
curriculum and pedagogy matches those experienced 
in countries like the US and UK. The responses to 
these questions generally evidence a narrowing of the 
curriculum, teaching to the test and the growth of a 
classroom environment that is neither engaging nor 
inclusive to the needs of individual students.

•	 Teachers	perceive	that	NAPLAN	is	not	improving	
literacy and numeracy (Q4 and 5).

•	 Teachers	are	modifying	their	curriculum	to	prepare	
students for NAPLAN, and they can see this across 
the schools in which they teach (Q6 and Q 7).

•	 The	tests	themselves	are	perceived	to	be	of	little	
educative benefit for students (Q1, Q8 and Q9).

•	 Of	major	concern	is	that	the	pressure	associated	
with the tests, and the comparison associated, 
appear to be promoting classroom environments in 
the majority of school contexts, that adopt teacher 
centred pedagogies (Q10) and create negative 
classroom environments (Q11) where the students 
requiring the most support are the least likely to 
participate (Q14).

•	 Also	concerning	is	that	teachers	perceive	that	
the impact of these changes lowers student 
engagement (Q13).



c. Self-Efficacy

Survey Item

Frequencies (Percent of responding)

Nothing A great deal

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 M (SD)

1 How much can you do 
to motivate students 
who show low interest 
in achieving well in 
NAPLAN tests?

46 
(5.9%)

115 
(14.6%)

158 
(20.1%)

116 
(14.8%)

125 
(15.9%)

94 
(12.0%)

69 
(8.8%)

25 
(3.2%)

37 
(4.7%)

4.4 
(2.1)

2 How much can you 
do to get students to 
believe they can do well 
in NAPLAN tests?

22 
(2.8%)

36 
(4.6%)

91 
(11.6%)

113 
(14.4%)

135 
(17.2%)

167 
(21.3%)

115 
(14.6%)

49 
(6.2%)

57 
(7.3%)

5.4  
(2.0)

3 How much can you do 
to help students value 
learning as a result of 
NAPLAN?

90 
(11.5%)

126 
(16.1%)

136 
(17.3%)

125 
(15.9%)

138 
(17.6%)

80 
(10.2%)

56 
(7.1%)

15 
(1.9%)

19 
(2.4%)

4.0  
(2.0)

4 How much can you do 
to calm a student who is 
anxious or apprehensive 
about NAPLAN tests?

25 
(3.2%)

72 
(9.2%)

105 
(13.4%)

100 
(12.7%)

101 
(12.9%)

138 
(17.6%)

108 
(13.8%)

56 
(7.1%)

80 
(10.2%)

5.3  
(2.2)

5 How much can you do 
to have a wide range of 
assessment strategies 
valued outside of 
NAPLAN?

31 
(3.9%)

41 
(5.2%)

50 
(6.4%)

49 
(6.2%)

80 
(10.2%)

85 
(10.8%)

125 
(15.9%)

94 
(12.0%)

230 
(29.3%)

6.5  
(2.4)

6 How much can you do 
to provide an alternative 
explanation when 
students are confused 
about what is expected 
of them in a NAPLAN 
test?

96 
(12.2%)

109 
(13.9%)

75 
(9.6%)

84 
(10.7%)

120 
(15.3%)

90 
(11.5%)

79 
(10.1%)

62 
(7.9%)

70 
(8.9%)

4.7  
(2.5)

7 How much can you 
do to assist families in 
helping their children do 
well in NAPLAN?

42 
(5.4%)

87 
(11.1%)

109 
(13.9%)

123 
(15.7%)

156 
(19.9%)

115 
(14.6%)

79 
(10.1%)

32 
(4.1%)

42 
(5.4%)

4.7  
(2.1)

8 How much can you do 
to ensure that NAPLAN 
results accurately 
reflect the educational 
experience in your 
classroom?

196 
(25.0%)

154 
(19.6%)

126 
(16.1%)

82 
(10.4%)

102 
(13.0%)

52 
(6.6%)

42 
(5.4%)

13 
(1.7%)

18 
(2.3%)

3.3 
(2.1)

Items of note
The fact that the pattern of responses here from 
teachers falls generally in the average range (around 
5) is itself a concern. Teacher self-efficacy, or the belief 
that they can and are making a difference, is an area 
that we would like to see as high as possible. Generally 
the higher the self-efficacy, the more that teachers 
perceive their efforts in the classroom as making a 
difference to the life-chances of young people. With 
the exception of Q5, teachers on average are reporting 
average self-efficacy as a result of NAPLAN. 

•	 Teachers	indicated	a	strong	belief	that	they	could	
have a wide range of assessments valued instead of 
NAPLAN (Q5).

•	 Teachers	indicated	that	they	had	less	confidence	that	
they could ensure that NAPLAN measured accurately 
the educational experience in their class (Q8).

•	 Teachers	reported	an	average	lower	than	5	on	
questions that asked about their beliefs regarding 
how much they could do to motivate students 
(Q1), value learning (Q3), provide alternative 
explanations to students (Q6), help families prepare 
their students and have the results accurately reflect 
the educational experience in the classroom (Q8).

•	 Other	items	that	were	above	the	mean	of	5	
concerned teachers beliefs in their ability to assist 
students in believing they could do well in NAPLAN 
(Q2) and their ability to calm anxious students (Q4).



Qualitative Results
Participants were also asked a series of open-ended 
questions about their perceptions of the impact 
of NAPLAN on learning, their relationships with 
principals, other teachers and parents and the positive 

Impact on Learning

Do you think NAPLAN improves the learning of students in your class? Why? Percentage

1 No or not really 73%

2 Somewhat, or only for certain students 16%

3 Yes, because it guides teaching and learning 11%

4 Yes, because it focuses teachers on important aspects of learning 9%

5 Improves accountability 4%

Relationships with parents

How has NAPLAN impacted on your relationships with parents? Percentage

1 Little or no impact 51

2 Increased emphasis placed on test and pressure from parents for teachers to increase student 
performance 

41

3 The need to work with parents to alleviate their stress, misunderstanding etc about NAPLAN 22

4 Positive relationships as a result of improved communication between teacher and school 19

5 Parents are becoming more aware of broader education outcomes, and playing down importance 
of NAPLAN

10

Relationship with other staff

How has NAPLAN impacted on your relationship with other staff including your principal? Percentage

1 Little or no impact 55

2 Negative relationships with principals as they become data driven, judgemental, stressed 44

3 Positively with other teachers as evidenced by increased support of cooperation to “make the most 
of NAPLAN”

37

4 Negatively with other teachers, as indicated by mistrust, competition, tension between teachers 26

5 Ethical issues as teachers grapple with being told to do things they don’t agree with 7

Positive Impacts

What, if any, are the positive impacts you have seen in your school/class as a result of NAPLAN? Percentage

1 None or unsure 38

2 Whole school coordination of literacy and numeracy 35

3 Students get exposed to tests and get better at taking them 35

4 Better data about individuals 27

5 Better data about how the school systems are performing 6

Negative Impacts

What, if any, are the negative impacts you have seen in your school/class as a result of NAPLAN? Percentage

1 The test is not an accurate or fair representation of learning in each classroom, skews data, biased 
against students who are disadvantaged 

53

2 Increased student stress 51

3 Impact on pedagogy, adopting teacher-centred instructional styles, feeling forced to give dull, 
repetitive lessons that reduce motivation

50

4 Teaching to the test including not having time for some curriculum areas 41

5 Pressure on teachers to lift results 40

and negative impacts of NAPLAN. The main responses 
as indicated by frequency have been summarised 
below. Because many of the responses contained more 
than one item, the following tables add up to more 
than 100%*. 

*Each table represents a sample analysis of 200 responses from participants



Conclusions
The perceptions of the teachers surveyed about the 
effects of NAPLAN on their classrooms and schools 
demonstrate that NAPLAN is having a significant 
impact. The majority of these impacts were perceived 
as negative. It is noted that this was a volunteer survey, 
so care must be taken with the generalisability of 
the data.

That said, there are significant concerns that emerge 
from the survey, not just because teachers perceive 
these effects, but because the findings are consistent 
with international research about the negative effects 
of high-stakes testing. The first of these is the impact 
on the curriculum and pedagogy. International 
research suggested that high-stakes testing creates 
incentives for teachers to narrow the curriculum, 
adopt teacher centred pedagogies, and teach to the 
test. Furthermore, many of these studies maintain 
that these strategies are detrimental to literacy 
and numeracy learning. This corresponds with the 
overwhelming pattern of responses from teachers in 
this survey. It is noteworthy that in studies conducted 
in the US, UK, and now in Australia, one of the 
common perceived effects of high-stakes tests is the 
creation of classroom environments that are less, rather 
than more inclusive. 

Secondly, the majority of teachers surveyed do not 
see NAPLAN as improving literacy and numeracy in 
their classrooms and schools. The costs of NAPLAN, 
financially and in terms of time and effort spent in 
classrooms around the country, is difficult to justify for 
these teachers as they do not see a learning benefit for 
the increased stress the testing causes. 

Thirdly, the perception of increased anxiety amongst 
students, teachers, parents and school administrations 
as a result of NAPLAN is also concerning. Research 
suggests that stress makes learning more difficult, not 
more likely. Trying to improve education outcomes 
through NAPLAN at the same time as it increases the 
stress of those involved would appear to be a self-
defeating strategy. This conclusion requires further 
research to investigate whether this stress is similarly 
perceived by different stakeholders and with the same 
effects as these teachers. 

Fourthly, it is important to note that only a minority 
of teachers perceive NAPLAN has had some positives, 
and that these positives are much less prevalent in 
the data than the perceptions of negative impacts. 
Arguably some of these positives may be seen as 
forced responses to the negative impacts generated 
by NAPLAN. In the face of the adversity of increased 
stress and the negative impacts on teaching and 
learning, a minority of teachers reported that their 
school community was enacting strategies to become 
more collaborative and supportive. In these schools, 
teachers, principals and parents were working to 
improve communication, collaboration and mutual 
understanding in the interests of supporting students. 
The advent of whole school, collaborative approaches 
that engage the whole school in the literacy and 
numeracy programs are an example of this.

In light of these findings it is important that this 
research into teacher perceptions is followed by further 
research into other key stakeholder perceptions of 
the impacts of NAPLAN on their school communities. 
Teachers have a unique and significant perspective on 
NAPLAN, but their voice needs to be contextualised 
by other members of school communities also 
experiencing the effects of NAPLAN. To this end, 
further research is required that will be able to 
illuminate the positive and negative impacts of 
NAPLAN from the perspective of students, parents, 
principals and other education leaders. 
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