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Standardized testing of academic knowledge is common in many developed countries. In Australia, the process implemented is the National Assessment Program for Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN). The stand-alone tests were introduced in 2008 for several educational and political reasons, and since that time, the results of this assessment have been used beyond their initial purpose and brought about an unintended consequence of making the tests high-stakes. The pressure of these assessments has the potential to impact student’s wellbeing, but little research has been done in this area and even less where the student’s perspectives are considered. This research examined the impact of NAPLAN testing on the wellbeing of 1,015 students in Years 3 and 5 across 23 school sites within metropolitan Perth in Western Australia through three iterations. This research gave students the opportunity to draw or write how they felt about NAPLAN as a participatory approach to hearing children’s voices in research. This paper reports on the two-stage analysis of the 917 drawn images provided. Stage 1 analysis by two researchers categorized the images as initially positive, negative, or mixed/neutral and identified the impact across the cohorts of students was not significantly negative with an average of 22.5% of the images coded as negative. Stage 2 involved detailed systematic content analysis examining the actors, locations, and emotions of the drawings, which indicated high levels of stress and anxiety for a small number of these students. It was evident that the tests can have a negative impact on the wellbeing of some students and this finding requires consideration by policymakers and curriculum teams engaged with writing, implementing, and assessing NAPLAN as well as those using the results for both intended and unintended purposes.
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Introduction

There are several standardized tests used within developed countries to examine a range of academic content and skills. Some are developed by individual countries while others are used for international benchmarking such as the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) (OECD, n.d.). In Australia, the National Assessment Program for Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) was introduced in 2008 in response to several educative and political concerns including falling results against international benchmarks and increased Federal involvement in previously State-/Territory-run education systems in relation to a National Curriculum, National teaching standards, and increased accountability measures including a national assessment strategy. NAPLAN is a stand-alone set of assessments that was developed to assess students in Years 3 (7- to 8-year-olds), 5 (9- to 10-year-olds), 7 (11- to 12-year-olds), and 9 (13- to 14-year-olds) in May1 of each year across four tests that encompass a range of literacy and numeracy skills. More specifically, the tests examine reading and comprehension skills, writing ability in response to a prompt, understanding of language conventions, and broad numeracy knowledge. According to the Australian Curriculum, Assessment, and Reporting Authority (ACARA) who developed the tests, the results are used to “determine whether or not young Australians have the literacy and numeracy skills that provide the critical foundation for other learning” (ACARA, 2016a) and for schools, states, and territories to identify programs and areas that need to be prioritized for improvement. Since the introduction of NAPLAN, many alternate uses of the data have been identified including the performance management of principals and teachers (Department of Education, 2018), the ranking of schools on a publicly available website (MySchool), and allowing students entry into secondary school programs [School Curriculum and Standards Authority (SCSA), 2014]. These additional purposes have made NAPLAN testing high stakes (Thompson, 2015), which has led to research into the impacts of the testing.

Previous research into the effects of NAPLAN has included the examination of the impact on the curriculum, which is said to have narrowed in focus and led to procedures of ‘teaching to the test’ (Hardy, 2015; Thompson and Harbaugh, 2013); the effectiveness of the tests in relation to the use of the data generated for planning decisions (Ward, 2012); the effect of the tests on teachers who work in the NAPLAN year levels (Rogers et al., 2016); and the impacts the tests may have on principals, teachers, parents, and students (Dulfer et al., 2012).

Since the collection of these research data, the 2020 global COVID-19 pandemic impacted schooling, which resulted in NAPLAN not being implemented within Australian schools in that year. As Australia embarked on NAPLAN in 2021, the Federal branch of the Australian Education Union (AEU) has called for “NAPLAN to go” (Australian Education Union-Federal Office, 2021). Citing 2020 survey results of 12,000 public school staff, the AEU has identified that teachers do not feel NAPLAN is effective for school comparison (75%) or for measuring school performance (74%). This study also identified that 94% of teachers and 87% of principals believe that NAPLAN contributes to student stress and anxiety.

Of these concerns, the impact on young students has received the least amount of attention and when it has been the focus of research, it has been from the adult perspective on the impact with little research asking the students how they feel (Rogers et al., 2016). This, therefore, was the key intention of this research. The investigation discussed in this paper aimed to explore the perceptions of young students of the impact of NAPLAN on their wellbeing and to facilitate this through an open-ended mode of drawing.

The use of drawing analysis in education is on the rise as drawing allows children to express their emotions in an open-ended format that does not rely on them being able to put these feelings into words to explain to others (Hamama and Ronen, 2009). There are several ways to interpret drawn images including the size, shape, proximity, and omissions in drawings (Gross and Hayne, 1998), the tools and materials used to draw (Farokhi and Hashemi, 2011), or the metaphorical nature of the content portrayed (Howell, 2012). For this research, a two-stage process was implemented in which images2 were initially coded based on an overall initial impression, and then, a protocol was developed, trialed, and implemented to examine the drawings3 for the actors—the people depicted in the image, the location/setting, the context, and actions/behaviors displayed. This additional detail amplified students’ voices to describe more nuanced intent in the drawn images.

The voices of the students were particularly important in this research as the focus was on the impact of the tests on their personal wellbeing. It has been identified that anxiety around tests can impact student self-esteem (Aybüke Sari et al., 2018) and wellbeing (Rodriguez et al., 2020). For this reason, it was imperative to explore the impact of external pressures such as standardized tests on student’s wellbeing from their perspective.



Literature review

To provide context for this research, the literature review will provide a brief overview of NAPLAN in Australia, including the adjustments that have led to this point. It will then explore the construct of wellbeing for students, with particular attention to the impact of academic assessment processes on that.


NAPLAN testing

NAPLAN was introduced by ACARA in 2008 to test the literacy and numeracy skills of Australian students in Years 3, 5, 7, and 9. According to ACARA (2016a, par 4), the “two benefits of the [National Assessment Program] NAP are to help drive improvements in student outcomes and provide increased accountability for the community.” The mention of community accountability is reflected in the decision in 2010 to begin to publish the results of NAPLAN each year on the MySchool website. The instigation of a national assessment strategy was part of a larger political agenda that also included the development of a national curriculum, teaching standards, partnership agreements, and reward funding (Lingard, 2010). The political agenda as well as the focus on performance targets has led to additional and unintended consequences of NAPLAN that have resulted in the tests becoming high stakes. High-stakes assessments refer to standardized assessments that are used to determine progression through education systems or those that allow or exclude entry to specific programs (Salaky, 2018). These assessments have been found to be the unintended consequence of the political implementation of failed testing programs across other countries that Australia has chosen to follow (Klenowski, 2011; Klenowski and Wyatt-Smith, 2012).

Since the federal election result of 2007, there has been an increased presence of federal government involvement in education policy (Lingard, 2010; Lingard and Sellar, 2013). The focus on accountability, transparency, and public confidence (Klenowski and Wyatt-Smith, 2012) led to the development of ACARA that oversaw the national curriculum (Lingard, 2010), national performance standards for teachers and students, and calls for transparent results against national benchmarks (Blaise, 2018). The implementation of national partnership agreements where performance targets were set and reward payments were offered (Hardy, 2015) also led to multiple states implementing strategies for what has been termed ‘gaming the system’ (Lingard and Sellar, 2013). The social constructs of the testing made the process more about the test than the learning (Hardy, 2015) with limited alignment across the curriculum, school-based assessments, and standardized tests (Klenowski, 2011). This had an impact on the relationships between and within schools (Mayes and Howell, 2018) as well as with teachers whose performance appraisal processes began to be aligned with student test scores (Smith and Holloway, 2020). These impacts were exacerbated once results were published on the MySchool website (Klenowski, 2011) and rewarded through funding as defined by the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) (Comber, 2012). Research has additionally been conducted on the public perception of NAPLAN as an important factor in sustaining government policies (Lee et al., 2022), which further highlights the political nature of the testing process. NAPLAN, however, is not an equal measure for everyone.

Studies have found that several factors such as gender, Indigenous status, language background, geolocation, school sector, and family-related factors can be predictors of student results in numeracy (Getenet and Berswick, 2021). In addition, in Queensland, Cumming et al. (2019) found a definite gap between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal student achievement that widens over time, especially for students in remote or very remote areas. The aggregation of achievement data and the lack of detailed analysis for these students suggest that the impact of testing may be greater but also provides additional evidence of the political agenda, leading to NAPLAN becoming high stakes and therefore having a range of unintended consequences for education across the country.

One of the unintended consequences has been the narrowing of the curriculum (Thompson and Harbaugh, 2013). Having the NAPLAN results publicly available to the community through the MySchool website has led to pressure being felt by school principals and teachers to ensure schools perform well on the tests, and therefore, a culture of competition has developed (Thompson, 2013). This has led to an increased focus on literacy and numeracy within school classrooms and more specifically a focus on teaching specific text types such as narrative for the writing tasks (Polesel et al., 2014). The pressure of the tests has also resulted in schools teaching the test so that the results reflect well on all stakeholders.

The testing process itself has led to schools teaching test-related skills such as completing multiple-choice tests and working within time limits for writing tasks (Polesel et al., 2014). The addition of the online testing process trialed since 2017 has required students to develop typing skills and keyboard literacy in addition to the skills needed to process and answer the questions on a screen, instead of paper (Mulheron, 2017). Many of these skills are especially difficult for students with different cultural backgrounds or younger students as they are still learning to recognize letters and write fluent sentences.

Additionally, research has identified the pressure to perform in tests has pushed down the curriculum and ‘schoolified’ the early years to ensure students start preparing for the tests even earlier (Roberts et al., 2019). The curriculum expectations in numeracy and literacy are currently expected to be mastered earlier and to a higher level at the expense of other curriculum and areas and foundational skills (Roberts et al., 2019; Jay and Knaus, 2018). This pushdown of curriculum and other high-stakes consequences of standardized testing has been shown to negatively influence student’s wellbeing, learning, and development (Harmon and Viruru, 2018).



Testing impact on student’s wellbeing

Wellbeing has become an important construct within the education system over recent years with schools being seen as needing to take a key role in supporting and promoting student’s wellbeing (Powell and Graham, 2017). In this context, wellbeing is understood to encompass “the health of the whole person – physical, mental, social and emotional… and can be influenced by what’s happening in a specific moment and the actions that people take” (Beyond Blue, 2024, par. 1). The attention on wellbeing has shifted from focusing on individual children with social and emotional problems to universal programs for social and emotional development from a strengths-based perspective (Powell and Graham, 2017). This focus is represented within the most recent Australian Education Declaration from Alice springs—Mparntwe (Education Council, 2019) that references wellbeing eight times, in relation to education contributing to and promoting wellbeing. Goal 2 of the declaration aims to develop “confident and creative individuals” who “manage their emotional, mental, cultural, spiritual and physical wellbeing” (Education Council, 2019, p. 6) through partnerships with parents and families.

For the middle years of school (when NAPLAN occurs for Years 7 and 9), the Declaration highlights the commitment to action to assist students to find “a sense of self and require[s] investment in their emotional wellbeing” as well as develop “healthy peer relationships… including a focus on student engagement and wellbeing” (Education Council, 2019, p. 13), yet studies have only just started to be completed on the possible impact of high-stakes testing on student’s wellbeing.

It has been identified that “[i]t is common for adolescents to feel anxious about standardised testing due to the demand and expectation placed upon students from schools, educators and parents to perform well” (Abdul Latif, 2021, p. 198). Some studies have begun to explore test anxiety around subject areas such as mathematics (Carey et al., 2017) or to examine possible links between self-esteem and test anxiety in secondary school students (Aybüke Sari et al., 2018). Others have looked at wellbeing in relation to stress scales for primary school students as they prepare to sit standardized tests (Jerrim, 2021) and while these showed small levels of impact, many of these tests were not considered high stakes and the questions were not directly related to taking the tests. In relation to NAPLAN, the study by Howell (2017) identified that children were confused about the purpose and significance of NAPLAN and showed concern about letting families down, failing tests, or the possible impact on school progression, including concerns from some students in Year 3 about the results impacting on their future. While this study concluded that students perceived NAPLAN as low stakes, it did raise questions about the potential impact on wellbeing but also led to a focus on drawing as a methodology for giving children an age-appropriate method of describing and recounting their feelings about NAPLAN.




Methodology

The larger project of which this paper is drawn (Rogers et al., 2016) is a mixed-method study using a phenomenological lens. As van Manen (1990) suggests using this lens assists in learning about the lived experiences of others and provides insight into the nature of the experience from the participant’s point of view. Within this lens, the researchers needed to position themselves (Creswell, 2013), and in this case, ‘bracketing’ was used to suspend personal judgments to enable analysis based on what the participants would see (Daly, 2007). While not typically applied to survey-based data, the use of student’s drawings in this project from a content analysis framework allowed the students to share their subjective lived experience of NAPLAN without being restricted to language that may pose barriers to participation. Alongside this, the researchers acknowledge children as social actors who have the capacity to influence matters that affect them and the role they have in offering opinions (United Nations, 1989). Valuable insights into children’s worlds and experiences are found when children’s agency to participate in research is acknowledged and facilitated (Shier, 2019). When NAPLAN is viewed as part of an enacted curriculum influenced by adjacent policies and aligned with the ‘lived experience’ of teaching and learning (Luke, 2010), the lived experiences of the students as shown through drawing become a sound theoretical focus.

The method used to describe students’ perspectives of NAPLAN was a paper-based survey the students completed in a classroom with a writing/drawing instrument they brought with them. To describe student’s perspectives not only were set questions used, but an open-ended way to express themselves was included at the end of the survey. Students were asked to “draw or write what they felt about NAPLAN,” and while the findings of the survey set questions have been reported elsewhere (Rogers et al., 2016), the images, how they were collected and analyzed, and the findings discovered will be described here.

The use of images has theoretical foundations linking back to Freud and Vygotsky where the drawing has been recognized as a form of communication and a source of data (Farokhi and Hashemi, 2011; Pahl, 1999; Papandreou, 2014). Drawing provides children with a voice if they cannot find the right words to articulate their feelings (Hadley et al., 2021; Hamama and Ronen, 2009). Studies such as those by Kress (1997), Pahl (1999), and Wright (2003) have considered drawing as a mode of communication and usually used a narrative style to analyze their meaning. Children’s familiarity (and experience) with drawing as a form of communication and representation allows their participation in meaningful ways (Clark, 2011; Hadley et al., 2021; Halpenny, 2021). Additionally, it provides opportunities for these important perspectives to be heard in research, particularly on areas that impact on their lives (Clark and Flewitt, 2020). Innovative ways are required to capture children’s voices and meaningful drawings can facilitate the expression of their views (Berblett et al., 2022; Mayne et al., 2018) shifting from a traditional focus on words for communication (Tay-Lim and Lim, 2013).

Drawing as a methodology has been used for some time in health services such as counseling and family therapy, and it is gaining traction in education as the importance of student participation in research is being identified (Howell, 2012). This is especially important for children from diverse cultural and social groups who may be more able to participate in drawing than writing or speaking, to facilitate an element of social justice that should underlie all educative practices. The use of drawing empowers children and gives them agency to present their own views, rather than relying on the interpretation of others (Bland, 2012, 2018; Farokhi and Hashemi, 2011; Mayaba and Wood, 2015; Swain et al., 2018). Drawing is a complex process where children’s thoughts, bodies, and emotions are constantly interconnected (Wright, 2003).

The use and analysis of drawing data allow children to represent their feelings and ideas in the actual image but also through other elements of the drawing. Content of drawings being classified into different subjects (Spence, 1928; Kellogs, 1959, and Coates, 2002 all cited in Deguara, 2019) or through examination of the mechanics of the drawing including the choice of colors, the force applied when completing the drawing, the positions of the parts of the image on the page (Farokhi and Hashemi, 2011; Gross and Hayne, 1998; Howell, 2012).

Drawing allows children to express their emotions in an open-ended format that does not rely on them being able to put these feelings into words to explain to others (Hamama and Ronen, 2009). There are several ways to interpret drawn images including the size, shape, proximity, and omissions in drawings (Gross and Hayne, 1998) the tools and materials used to draw (Farokhi and Hashemi, 2011) or the metaphorical nature of the content portrayed (Howell, 2012) The methodology will describe the sample, development of the survey, analysis, and ethical considerations considered when researching with children.


Sample

Twenty-three independent schools across the three iterations of the project accepted the invitation to participate in the study. The schools in this sample had above-average Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage (ICSEA) scores. In Australia, an ICSEA is applied to schools to provide an indication of the socio-educational backgrounds of students including factors such as parental occupation and education levels, geographic location, and population of Indigenous students. The score is used to “allow fair and reasonable comparison among schools with similar students” (ACARA, 2016b, par. 1). The average ICSEA is 1,000 and is set to be used as a benchmark when compared to above or below the average (ACARA, 2016b). Each site additionally reported that they were implementing programs directly related to emotional wellbeing as a school priority, and so the focus on wellbeing was important to them in relation to the NAPLAN process.

The survey was developed to gain the perspective of teachers, parents, and students on the impact on wellbeing of the NAPLAN testing process. After receiving ethics approval, a full piloting process was completed in the development of the instrument. The complete survey included six introductory questions to gain demographic information on the participants that allowed comparison of their responses to their test results and then eight Likert-scale questions with emotion emojis as responses and the drawing prompt. The Likert questions asked for student’s emotional responses during the completion of the Reading and Mathematics related tests, their feelings before and after the tests, and their response to prompts about their reaction to results, other people’s responses to their results, the use of the results for future purposes, and their emotional response since the testing has ended.

The implementation took place within 3 weeks of the NAPLAN tests being completed by the students within the classroom setting on their school site. For the Year 3 students, the teacher was present in the room. The survey was implemented by a member of the research team with the students whose parents had given permission and who agreed to be involved using a survey protocol. The attending researcher read through each of the questions, in turn, to the whole group to ensure all students understood the questions and what was required in terms of the response type in each section. The researcher answered all of the students’ questions or queries. Each implementation took approximately 30 mins to complete, and the students could withdraw from this process at any time.

The school principal invited families to consent to their children participating prior to the data collection being undertaken, and students were asked for their assent to participate on the day. Across the 3 years of data collection, a total of 1,015 completed surveys were collected. Nine of these 23 sites participated twice in the research—iteration 1 and iteration 3. Of the completed surveys, 917 (90%) included images that were analyzed within stage 1 of drawing analysis. Table 1 provides a breakdown of the data collected from each cohort in each iteration with the percentage representing the inclusion of images from the whole sample of surveys collected.



TABLE 1 Details of sample across the three iterations.
[image: Table1]

The section of the survey being reported in this paper was the final question on the last page. The direction in this section of the survey was the broad prompt: “In the box below please write or draw anything you think about NAPLAN,” and there was a box that filled the last half of an A4 page. The broad prompt was included to keep the option as open as possible so that the students could express whatever they wanted without any suggested ideas. The students were not given additional tools or materials to complete this element of the survey, so the drawings were completed with whatever writing implement had been used for the rest of the survey. The researchers administering the survey reinforced to the students that they did not have to complete this question but if they did, it was not the quality of the drawing being examined; rather, it was the content of the image that was of interest.



Analysis

For this project, the images were initially independently reviewed by two members of the research team—the first author and a research assistant (Stage 1) and coded as positive, negative, or neutral from the overall first impression of the whole picture provided by the students (Farokhi and Hashemi, 2011). Following this, a protocol was developed, trialed, and implemented (Stage 2) to examine the image for the actors, the location/setting, the context, and the actions/behaviors displayed. This additional detail amplified students’ voices to describe more nuanced intent in the drawn images. These stages are described in more detail below.


Stage 1

The paper-based surveys were collected, and two members of the research team independently reviewed each batch of surveys. In this initial stage, the focus of the descriptive analysis was the initial impression of the complete image (Maxwell, 2015). The independent members of the research team briefly examined each image—drawing and text, for the overall general sense of the image to categorize it as positive, negative, or neutral/unsure. Positive images included smiling faces, hearts, stars, and affirming words, while negative images included sad faces, anger, worry, and nerves. Those coded as neutral generally did not demonstrate a particular positive or negative viewpoint, while unsure often had a mix of negative emotions such as worry, or nerves teamed with positive responses once the tests were finished. These were coded together as they did not demonstrate either definitively positive or negative impacts. This initial coding was designed to avoid the temptation to interpret the images in too much depth (Maxwell, 2015) and provide a snapshot of the student’s perspectives of NAPLAN from their open-ended responses. This analysis allowed for an overall emotional impression of the image to be determined, and there was no comparison of the image to any other survey responses within this analysis.

After each researcher coded the images, the tallies were combined in an Excel spreadsheet and an average was taken for each category (positive, negative, unsure) for each school setting and each year group (Year 3 or 5). While statistical analysis is not usually a part of phenomenology, the sample size in this research and the focus on levels of distress among cohorts meant that it was important to calculate the numerical data based on this initial coding. In interpreting the numerical data, it was decided to combine these data across the school sites in each iteration because the individual school-level responses were not required in developing a broad picture of student wellbeing.



Stage 2

The second stage of the analysis was systematic and based on the development of a protocol to inform the review process. Using the premise of content analysis (Cohen and Manion, 1994), the analysis of the visual data explored traditional approaches but with “an important contribution to make to the analysis of drawing” (Merriman and Guerin, 2006, p. 50). Using strategies as outlined by Maxwell (2015), the research team—in this case the two authors—explored focal points within the drawings to develop a protocol to utilize in the descriptive analysis. The development of the protocol was informed by the research activity—for example, that colors and materials were not relevant due to the collection method; and the focus of the research being wellbeing around a school-based process. The focus of this systematic review was the content of the drawing itself, not the interpretation of the methodology of the image, to identify recurring themes (Merriman and Guerin, 2006).

Based on the study by Maxwell (2015), a protocol was developed to allow each drawing to be examined for the following aspects: (1) the actors (who were present), (2) the location, (3) the setting (a learning or social setting), and (4) what behaviors or actions were shown. This final criterion examined items like facial expressions as a critical factor in portraying emotion (Triplett and Barksdale, 2005). For this stage of the analysis any responses that were only text based were removed from the sample as they did not relate to the categorizations of the drawn focal points. The protocol was designed and independently piloted by two members of the research team on drawings from one school, in one iteration but across 2-year levels. The researchers then met and compared the results with an initial 70% match across the samples reviewed. Any discrepancies were then discussed with a review of the image until a consensus was reached about where to position the aspect of the image in question on the tabulated protocol. The trialing process also resulted in minor changes being made to the protocol before it was applied by these same two researchers across the analysis of the full data set.





Results

The results of this research will be reported in two separate sections. The first provides the broad numerical data based on the allocation of the images by the research team to categories of positive, negative, and neutral—Stage 1. The second section of the results provides a discussion of the Stage 2 analysis and includes specific examples of images from students for each category. The numerical data have been combined across the school cohorts for each year level to provide a broad picture of the students’ indicated perception of NAPLAN. The reason the broad approach was taken was that the statistics here were not the focus of the paper. The goal of the paper was not to provide statistically relevant numerical data nor to argue that the levels of negative images were in the majority. The graphs provide an overview only.


Stage 1

Figures 1A,B provide the percentages of drawn responses that were analyzed as positive (blue—1), negative (orange—2), or unsure/neutral (gray—3) across the three iterations of the data collection. Percentages and pie charts were chosen as this sectional representation allows clear comparison despite the numbers of responses differing within each iteration and year group.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 (A) Results from iterations across 3 years for Year 3 students. (B) Results from iterations across 3 years for Year 5 students. *Some of the students in iteration 1 Year 3 group are also members of the iteration 3 Year 5 group although this correlation was not specifically mapped here.


The Year 3 students (Figure 1A) demonstrated more positive attitudes to the NAPLAN tests with over 50% of images coded positively for each iteration. There was a decrease in this across the progress of the data collection, however, from a high of 68% in iteration 1 to a low of 56% in iteration 3. The second iteration had the lowest percentage of negative responses (9%), but there was an increase in those who were unsure (17, 20, and 22%) and from the first to the third iteration of those who had negative responses (15–22%).

For the students in Year 5 (Figure 1B), the overall perception of NAPLAN was more negative than for the Year 3 cohorts. While the positive images recorded increased across the 3 years of the study from 42 to 48 to 50%, they were still lower than for the Year 3 groups (68, 71, and 56%). The percentage of negative responses was also higher for these groups with an average of 28% across the three iterations. This indicates that more than a quarter of the Year 5 students viewed NAPLAN from a negatively coded viewpoint.

Positive images (Figures 2A,B) show thumbs up and smiling faces and use terms such as great, awesome, and fun. These images were large within the box provided and drawn with clear lines and confidence.

[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 (A) Positive example Year 3. (B) Positive example Year 5.


Figures 3A,B represent neutral images that show concern through sweating brows and words such as hard but also easy or straight mouths and throwing the test in the bin while still claiming to like math. The use of different adjectives—both positive and negative to describe the tests—was common in the neutral images and often comparisons to the type of test, the views of others, and the feelings of relief once tests were complete were common here.

[image: Figure 3]

FIGURE 3
 (A) Neutral example Year 5. (B) Neutral example Year 5.


The negatively coded images such as the examples in Figures 4A–C show sadness through tears, include words such as stress, anger, and worry, or illustrate failing grades and phrases relating to hating NAPLAN and it being a waste of time and boring.

[image: Figure 4]

FIGURE 4
 (A) Sadness Year 3. (B) Stress Year 5. (C) Negative/concern Year 5.




Stage 2

The more detailed analysis of the student’s drawn responses using the designed protocol examined a total of 574 drawings. This is less than those in the overall impression sample as any that only had words were removed. When examining the images for the actors (who was portrayed), many students drew themselves alone (Figure 5A). Of the 574 drawings, there were 110 (19%) that did not include people at all (Figures 5B,C); only 37 (6%) that included peers (Figure 6A) and 14 (2%) that included a teacher (Figure 6B). Those with no people included drawings of notebooks, textbooks, test papers, and other testing tools. This suggests that many students view NAPLAN as an individual task where the study must be done by them at the time of the test.

[image: Figure 5]

FIGURE 5
 (A) Alone. (B) No people. (C) Taking test.


[image: Figure 6]

FIGURE 6
 (A) Peers. (B) Teacher.


In terms of the location or setting of the drawing, the main site depicted was that of being at school with 191 (33%) drawings depicting the student at school and mostly sitting at their desks completing the test (177; 30%) (Figures 7A–C). There was only one image that was analyzed as being a celebration. Many drawings were of the students on their own with no other surrounding features, background, or interactions depicted to determine a specific location to nominate the context as learning or social.

[image: Figure 7]

FIGURE 7
 (A-C) Drawn locations predominantly at school doing the test.


The final group of categories examined outside of the direct test-taking behaviors were the actions that were often accompanied by some sort of emotion depicted in the drawing. Of the 574 drawings, the majority were positive which supports the findings from the initial impression analysis in Stage 1. There were, however, 108 (18%) drawings that depicted a negative emotional reaction to the tests, and 209 (36%) that were a mix of positive and negative emotions. A small number of drawings—16 (3%) referred in the illustration to the concern about the results of the test and others judging them on the result (Figures 8A,B).

[image: Figure 8]

FIGURE 8
 (A) and (B) Drawn concerns of what others will think of results.


There were six drawings that were identified in the self-harm column4 with one being an illustration depicting what can only be described as a very angry student with heavy lines and angry facial expressions (Figure 9A) and another showing the student using a knife as a pencil (Figure 9B). There was one drawing showing extreme worry about the view of others on their results (Figure 9C), two illustrating graves with their names on them (Figures 10A,B), and another illustrating warning against NAPLAN (Figure 11).

[image: Figure 9]

FIGURE 9
 (A) Anger. (B) Knife as a pencil. (C) Worry for results.


[image: Figure 10]

FIGURE 10
 (A) and (B) Children drawing gravestones with their names on them.


[image: Figure 11]

FIGURE 11
 Warning that NAPLAN is dangerous.


As can be seen from the graphical representation of the more concerning drawings, there are reasons to show concern about the impact of NAPLAN testing on student wellbeing. The closer examination of drawings supports the initial numerical findings that across the 3 years the study was undertaken, an average of 19.6% of the Year 3s (439) and 25.3% of Year 5s (542) drawings examined depicted negatively coded images. When using the protocol, 18% of drawings were considered negative and 36% had mixed emotions. The depiction of students doing the test alone reflects that it is a solo activity, only relevant within the school; however, this is not a common trait across all the images. A closer examination of some of the negative images, however, provides a reason to delve further into this aspect and the impact of the tests. The drawings, indicating low feelings of self-worth, concerns about what others will think, and particularly thoughts of self-harm, highlight that NAPLAN is not a positive or neutral experience for some students, and this needs attention. This level of stress is not something children should be experiencing and, as such, should be the reason for policymakers and school administrations to rethink the process and the use of the results that are making NAPLAN high-stakes for students.

In addition to the examination of emotional responses that were the focus of this paper, other images support the political nature of NAPLAN testing in terms of referencing the results for Australia (Figure 12A) and Tony Abbott, the Australian Prime Minister at the time of data collection, reviewing test results (Figure 12B), the purpose of the tests (Figure 13A), and the need for the tests for schools (Figure 13B). Additional images indicating the influence of specific commercial programs/tools used within schools were also evidenced such as the WALT (What Are We Learning) and WILF (What I’m Looking For) to scaffold success criteria (Figure 14A) and the completion of practice tests in preparation for NAPLAN (Figure 14B). While these were not the specific focus of this paper, they do support the wider concerns around NAPLAN testing as a political measure that were raised in the literature review, as well as questions being raised about the increase in commercial programs being used within schools.
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FIGURE 12
 (A) Aussie kids are dumb. (B) Tony Abbott reading the test.
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FIGURE 13
 (A) Test to compare schools. (B) Important for the school.
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FIGURE 14
 (A) Programs for test taking. (B) Practicing for the tests.





Discussion

This paper reports on the use of drawing analysis to explore the impact of NAPLAN testing on the wellbeing of children who have completed the tests. It builds on the results of the full study from which these data were drawn that found while increased NAPLAN pressure is perceived as having a negative impact on the wellbeing of staff, parents, and the students involved, “the experience of NAPLAN was not overly stressful for most parents and teachers.” The authors, however, did note that “there was still a substantial proportion” (approximately 25%) holding the belief that NAPLAN had a negative impact (Rogers et al., 2016, p. 10), and this concern has been raised in other research (Aybüke Sari et al., 2018; Carey et al., 2017; Jerrim, 2021; Howell, 2017).

These figures remain consistent when focusing solely on the initial analysis of the students’ drawn responses with an average of 15% of Year 3 and 28% of Year 5 students demonstrating negative perceptions of NAPLAN in their images. These results are lower than similar drawing-based studies such as Howell (2012) who had more than 50% of students providing entirely negative views on NAPLAN and Triplett and Barksdale (2005) who identified predominantly negative emotions in 32% of drawings and an additional 6% specifically focused on fire, flames, or burning. Given that the schools involved with the research came from higher socioeconomic areas that usually perform better in the tests, and the staff within the schools had reported making a conscious effort to reduce the focus and stress on NAPLAN, these images are of concern. While small in number, some of the images show a significant impact, and as such, the impact of NAPLAN on students needs to be considered (Howell, 2012). If the stress levels reported by the AEU are also considered within this debate, the concern should be more immediate. It has been identified that disadvantaged students fall further behind as they progress through school (Goss et al., 2016) and that there are equity issues with the testing process and content (Klenowski, 2011). With this clarification, the examination of students’ drawn responses to a question about their feelings in relation to NAPLAN showed that while not all students are negatively impacted by the tests and results, some students are, and this should be a concern for those involved in its implementation. Mayes and Howell (2018) further reinforce that these results are significant and something to pay attention to because the impact on smaller groups should not be dismissed, as any impact is important to note.

The results of this examination of students’ drawn responses provide at-scale data across several cohorts and build on some of the studies undertaken in Queensland. Howell (2012) questioned the assumption of NAPLAN being low stakes after examining 100 children’s drawings, and Swain et al. (2018) examined students’ perceptions and emotional reactions with a small cohort across three school sites. This large-scale examination of students’ perceptions through an open-ended mode identified that approximately one-fifth to one-quarter of the students in Years 3 and 5 whose images were examined have negative feelings toward NAPLAN. The use of images across these studies from Australia and the UK highlights the effectiveness of the method for examining children’s perspectives, especially when exploring complex constructs such as wellbeing.

When examined in further depth, these negative images included the students being upset about the tests, being concerned about the results and what others would think of them and some students who represented elements of self-harm within their images. These concerns should cause policymakers to pause and consider the impact of the testing on young students. While these responses are the minority for the cohort studied, the level is concerning. These results also amplify the need to conduct further research to explore these questions with a more diverse cohort of students including schools in socially and culturally diverse contexts and those without a specific focus on downplaying the tests to see whether the results are more pronounced among these cohorts.

The results highlight the high-stakes nature of the tests and that students feel pressure to perform when they are being compared to others for political reasons to justify school investment (Blaise, 2018) in an accountability regime (Lingard and Sellar, 2013). Given the results of this and other studies into these unintended consequences, it is important for changes to be considered for how the tests are done and for what purposes the results are being used. If the goals of the Alice springs Mparntwe Education Declaration are to be met (Education Council, 2019), then students need to feel safe at school and develop skills to enhance their own wellbeing which is difficult if external pressures such as NAPLAN tests are continuing to be implemented. Although the sample of concerning images in this study was small, they are there and as such should be considered in the context of student wellbeing while at school. If the results were not required in 2020, and 85% of teachers and 75% of principals believe that NAPLAN does not improve student outcomes (AEU Media Release, May 2019), then perhaps changes need to be made to reduce the additional, often political, use of the scores within broader education discourse (Klenowski, 2011; Lingard, 2010; Lingard and Sellar, 2013; Hardy, 2015).



Limitations

While drawings and images are appropriate to this research, there are some considerations that must be made that could be identified as limitations of their use in this project. These include that the drawings were used in isolation (Looman, 2006; Salmi and Kumpulainen, 2017; Yuen, 2004), and so there is a risk of “adultist” interpretations being placed on images (Bland, 2012, p. 240). Barraza (1999, p. 50) noted, however, that children by the age of 8 years draw with “visual realism” using proportions and relationships that speak a graphic language that increases the ease of interpretation by others. Given the student in this study were 7–8 years of age at their youngest, it is believed this limitation was somewhat mitigated although is still a consideration.

The students were additionally restricted to a half A4 page for their image and were not supplied with a range of materials with which to draw and so this may have prevented some from fully expressing their ideas as they would have liked. It was not that additional tools were not allowed by the researchers, more that the students generally came to complete the survey with one writing tool only.

An additional limitation of the study is that the sample was drawn from independent schools that had above-average ICSA scores. The use of these settings was related to the funding of the research coming from the Independent School sector in WA and that the schools self-selected to be engaged with the study because of an existing focus on student wellbeing. The students in these contexts traditionally achieve higher results in NAPLAN tests, as supported by research such as Getenet and Berswick (2021), and the schools reported implementation of programs to specifically target reducing anxiety around the NAPLAN testing process. Results from a more diverse cohort of schools from broader ICSEA areas may elicit different findings.



Conclusion

Stress and anxiety can impact students and Australian schools are increasingly focused on the wellbeing of students. Given this focus, it is important to identify additional stresses being placed on students and the results of this research show that NAPLAN may be one of these. While this study points to approximately 20–25% of students being impacted, other studies report a higher rate of stress from the teacher and principal perspective. It can be argued that 20–25% is a small population of the students involved; however, this sample came from high ICSEA independent schools that advertise student wellbeing programs and who joined the study because of this focus. The degree of distress demonstrated through the images of some students identifies that this is something that policymakers need to pay attention to. This is particularly important when the students involved in this research attend schools that traditionally perform well on NAPLAN tests and had programs in place to specifically target reducing stress around the NAPLAN testing processes.

Given research from 2020 shows that teachers and schools do not find the results of NAPLAN helpful and do not consider the tests useful, it may be the opportune time to investigate alternate options that are more suitable to the initial intended purposes of NAPLAN and that reduce the stress being placed on students. That is currently the challenge being laid at the feet of those who make decisions regarding these implementations—look at the goals of school from the Alice springs Mparntwe Education Declaration (Education Council, 2019) and the original purposes of NAPLAN (ACARA, 2016a, 2016b) and realistically explore whether (a) these goals are currently being effectively met and (b) whether there is a better way to achieve these goals with less impact on student wellbeing.
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Footnotes

1   Since the completion of this research, NAPLAN has been moved to earlier in the school year—now takes place in March.

2   In this paper, an image is used to describe student’s samples that include both drawn and written modes.

3   Drawings refer to the samples that are drawn only—the samples that included writing were excluded in the second stage of the analysis.

4   Any student who drew a concerning image was highlighted to the teacher so that the school could follow up with appropriate interventions to assist the child. This was an important process within the research to ensure student wellbeing was not impacted by engaging in the research.
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