
Analysis of NCEA 
 
As part of our submission to the ‘Make your Mark’ competition run by NZQA. Which 
is for their formal review of NCEA, we would like to submit the following report, 
which outlines our findings from a survey sent out to the senior pupils of St Hilda’s 
Collegiate School located in Dunedin. This is an all girls, Anglican school of special 
character. It is our intention that this report will contribute relevant and useful 
information that can be used as part of the formal review of NCEA.   
 

Demographic  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The survey we made was sent to all students (all girls) from years 11-13. Approximately 
156 students from year 11-13 filled out our form in order to give their voice and 
thoughts, so we could make them be heard. There were 62 year eleven students, 50 
year twelve students, and 44 year thirteen students. 88% of these students were NZ 
european, 6.3% were of Asian descent, 5.1% were Māori, and 0.6% were of other 
descent. 7 students had experienced a different school system overseas, 2 of these 
were Asian, and the rest were NZ European. 
 

 
 

Levels of NCEA  
 
We wanted to find out which levels of NCEA 
the students thought were necessary. The 
majority of students believed that only 
NCEA levels 2 and 3 were necessary. Then 
the next most common choice chosen by 
students was that all levels (1,2 and 3) were 
necessary, although it only had 12.9% of total 



votes. This was closely followed by 11.6% of those who filled out the survey thinking 
only level 2 was necessary, and 11% of students thinking only 3 was necessary. It was 
interesting to see that of the 44 year 13s who have been through NCEA, 20 (44%) 
thought only 2 and 3 were necessary, 8 (18%) thought only 1+2 were necessary, and 7 
(16%) thought only 2 was necessary.

 

Externals vs Internals  
 
Part of our survey was around externals and internals, which are the two current 
methods of assessment used in NCEA. We wanted to ascertain what levels girls 
thought externals should be sat at, what method of assessment they prefer and see 
the most value in, and whether they thought changes should be made such as level 
1 and 2 being entirely internally assessed, whilst level 3 being entirely externally 
assessed. On a whole both internals and externals each have their benefits, and most 
girls acknowledged this in the survey. One of the most interesting results from this 
section of the survey was that 106 of our survey respondents would rather have 
externals spread out throughout the year than all sat at the end of the year like they 
are now (With the exception of externals like the MCAT). The model example we 

used for this question was at the end of 
each term, one external paper would be 
sat per each subject a student studied. 
We believe using a model the same or 
similar would help relieve stress in 
students, whilst encouraging them to 
perform to a higher standard in their 
external papers.   
 

 
One of of the questions we asked 
was; what levels of NCEA should 
externals be sat at? This question 
returned some interesting results 
which are outlined in the graph on 
the right. 46 students (29.9%) 
believed that externals should only 
be sat in level 2 and 3, whilst close 
behind 36 (23.4%) students 
thought that externals should only 
be sat in level 2. Although the 
results were reasonably spread out 



and there was no option that gathered majority of votes, it was clear that sitting 
externals at level 1 wasn’t a popular choice, with a total of 43 (27.2%) people selecting 
level 1 as one of their options (eg. only level 1, level 1+2, all levels, etc). 
 
Another one of our questions was around what methods of assessment students 
preferred. This question returned some interesting, but also predictable results. Only 
28 students thought internal and external assessment procedures should remain as 
they are now. The top pick was that people thought there should be no NCEA 
level one, internal assessment only at level 2 and then a combination of internals 
and externals at level 3. This was closely followed by the option of internals only at 
level 1 and 2, and only externals at level 3. 19 people thought internals should be the 
only form of assessment, whilst 6 people thought that externals should be the only 
form of assessment. This shows that majority thought there should be a 
combination of both types of assessment.  
 
One of the current issues that has been highlighted with NCEA is the large number 
of assessments that take place throughout the year and heavy load of externals at 
the end of the year. In our survey 118 people thought that there should be fewer 
externals in each subject to enable a deeper learning of the subject matter being 
taught. Only 37 girls didn’t think there should be less externals, as shown on the 
graph on the left below.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
We also wanted to find out whether girls thought that passing the year should be 
reliant on passing some externals, for example a total of 5 papers or 1 paper per 
subject. About a third of the girls thought that this should be the case, however 
majority didn’t, as demonstrated by the graph on the right above.   
 
Internals assessment methods 
Internals are assessed in a variety of ways and another one of the questions we asked 
in the survey was what method of assessment the students preferred. Students 
could pick as many options as they preferred from a variety of assessment types. 



Project based assessment and open book tests were the most popular forms of 
assessment, whilst practical assessment wasn’t too far behind. The least most 
popular forms of assessment were group projects and performances/speeches. 
Currently, most internals are project based work and in accordance to the results of 
our survey this is the form of assessment that many of the girls prefer.   

 
 
 

Stress & Wellbeing  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As shown in the graphs above, many students feel a high stress level around 
assessment. As we predicted, being students ourselves and knowing the 



experiences of ourselves and our peers, students tend to find externals more 
stressful than internals, although they are both quite high. A huge amount of stress 
is had from externals and internals, with a total of 78.1% of students being impacted 
either weekly or daily. We also gathered some information about why people think 
assessments are stressful, or not stressful. It is a common theme that most students 
felt pressure, from themselves, family, friends, teachers, to get high marks. Many 
people also felt scared of failing, because this might mean they have to go into 
exams without passing the year. They also mentioned that in externals, it is a 
relatively short time to do quite a lot of work, and you have to remember a lot of 
information, because people are scared that the questions may change, and they 
may not be adequately prepared to answer them. With externals people often get 
worked up about them, because they require students to remember information 
from a long time ago, and there is only have one shot to get it right. However in 
internals resubs and resits are available, and there are feedback checkpoints.  
 

 
 

Endorsements  
 
We also collected some data about endorsements and what the students thought of 
them, and their worth. 86% of St Hilda’s students who sat NCEA last year received 
some sort of endorsements, and 70% of St Hilda’s students received an overall 
endorsement of some sort. This shows that it should at least not be made any easier 
to receive endorsements, although it would decrease stress, because so many 
people are getting them already, so their purpose, to show the higher level students 
is not fulfilled. 53% of students thought that the criteria to receive an endorsement 
was good, while 45% thought it should be made easier. A minority thought it should 
be made harder to receive an endorsement. However even though many people 
work for and achieve endorsements, a lot of people don’t believe they are, and they 
both are useful and worthwhile. Only 36.8% believe that both forms of endorsements 
(subject and overall) are worthwhile. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Ideas for what NCEA should Start, Stop, and Keep 
doing  
 
We made some open comment sections at the end of our survey, for students to 
give us any further ideas they have to change NCEA. These were under the headings, 
what would you like NCEA to start, stop, and keep doing? 
 
START DOING:  
One common request in the open ‘start doing’ section was to have less assessments, 
both internals and externals. Students thought this would make them value their 
learning more, and do better in the assessments, especially in externals, during 
which many students feel pushed for time. Another common idea was to offer 
credits for co-curricular activities, such as service or sports, however this may not be 
an ideal suggestion, as NCEA is an academic qualification. Many students also 
request that there be space made in NCEA for life skills to be taught such as how to 
pay tax, cooking skills, writing a cv, etc, which would be more beneficial in later life 
than some things that are currently taught.  
 
STOP DOING: 
Many people requested that level 1 be stopped, as there is no real need for 3 years of 
assessment, and it often ends up with young people being stressed for 3 years in a 
row which isn’t healthy. However some people take the other view, and feel like level 
1 is important to prepare for level 2, which is the most important year and the one 
Universities take into account. However this could be compromised into a smaller, 
less stressful level 1 course such as a 30 credit qualification, that prepares us for level 
2. Another answer, though less common, was having all schools do all the same 
internals and externals for each subject, rather than having a choice. This is to make 
the qualification more even between schools. Some students also feel that the 
marking system is inconsistent between schools, and that the process of 
moderating from a different teacher should be changed. This process also creates a 
lot of work for teachers. Many people also feel it would be beneficial, and place more 
emphasis on learning if there were less assessments, and they were more spread 
out.  
 
 
KEEP DOING:  
Students like study leave, as they feel as if it gives them more time to prepare 
themselves for exams, so this is a thing they wish to be kept. They also feel that 
external exams are important, although they may be better spread throughout the 



year, because these prepare us for tertiary education. Most people also like internals, 
especially project/report based, because they feel they teach and develop important 
skills, although there should be less of them, and they should be spread out more 
throughout the year, and more communication should be had between classes to 
prevent having a pileup of many assessments due in the same few days.  


