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Figure 7.3: Secondary school teachers by time spent in the teaching workforce and highest 
teaching qualification (2004)

Teacher qualifications over time

Teachers who have entered the teaching profession more recently 

are more likely to hold higher level qualifications than those .

who entered the teaching profession some time ago. This reflects 

the greater focus on qualifications and the consequent increased 

availability of teacher education courses at higher levels. The .

data show:

eighty-seven percent of primary school teachers who entered 

the teaching profession in the last four years held degrees or 

higher level qualifications, compared with 43 percent of 

primary school teachers who entered over 19 years ago

ninety percent of secondary school teachers who entered the 

teaching profession in the last two years held degrees or 

higher level qualifications, compared with 67 percent of 

secondary school teachers who entered over 19 years ago .

(see Figure 7.3).

■

■

Figure 7.2: Highest teaching qualification by school type (2004)
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Figure 7.4: Percentage of secondary school teachers who have completed  
subject-specific tertiary study by level (2004)
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How qualified are secondary school teachers .
in the subjects they are teaching

Senior secondary school teachers are expected to hold at least a 

range of 200-level tertiary papers in the subject areas they teach, 

while junior secondary teachers are expected to hold at least one 

100-level paper.

Most secondary school teachers have completed initial teacher 

education in the subjects they are teaching. However, the 

percentage of teachers who have completed tertiary papers at the 

appropriate level varies greatly across the different subject areas. 

The data show:

most (over 70 percent) of those teaching science, languages, 

and commerce have completed appropriate tertiary papers in 

those subjects

in contrast less than half of those teaching the arts, health and 

physical well-being or technology have completed appropriate 

tertiary papers in those subjects.

■

■

Source: Ministry of Education (2005g)
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8. KNOWLEDGE –
	 SECONDARY YEARS

What we have found

On average, New Zealand secondary students  

perform at a high level compared with other countries. 

In 2003 New Zealand was placed in the second highest 

performing group of countries in reading, mathematics 

and science. New Zealand had 16.3 percent of all 

students at the top proficiency level (level 5) in reading, 

the highest of all participating countries.

Girls are stronger than boys when it comes to reading 

while boys are stronger than girls in mathematics and 

science at Year 11. At Year 9, girls and boys score 

similarly in mathematics and science. The disparity 

between girls and boys in literacy is common amongst 

other counties, and generally the difference is not large.
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Why this is important
Knowledge gained at secondary level contributes to students’ 

likelihood of successful participation in tertiary education .

and/or future employment. Achievement at secondary level 

contributes to students’ wellbeing and their ability to .

participate as responsible and informed members of today’s 

knowledge-based society.

Achievement in reading, mathematics and science gives students 

the knowledge and skills to deal with everyday life and provide .

a basis for further study. Skills developed during secondary 

education (including time management, budgeting, problem-

solving, and thinking logically and creatively) prepare students .

for everyday situations such as flatting, studying and working.

How we are going
Reading Achievement

The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) .

study looks at the ability of 15-year-olds (predominantly Year 11 

students) to apply their learning in these areas to authentic (real 

life) situations. PISA found New Zealand Year 11 students had a 

mean reading achievement score significantly above the 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 

mean in 2003. The data show:

New Zealand was placed in the second highest performing 

group of participating countries in 2003 (along with Australia 

and Canada) in reading

more New Zealand students achieved at the top proficiency 

levels in reading: level 4 (24.3 percent) and level 5 .

(16.3 percent) than the OECD average, 21.3 and 8.3 percent 

respectively (see Figure 8.1)

New Zealand had 16.3 percent of all students at the top 

proficiency level (level 5) in reading, the highest of all 

participating countries

girls score significantly higher than boys, but the disparity has 

narrowed between 2000 and 2003. This same gender 

difference is evident across OECD countries.

■

■

■

■
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Figure 8.1: Percentage of students (New Zealand and OECD average) at each level of 
proficiency on the reading scale (PISA 2003)
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Figure 8.2: Percentage of students (New Zealand and OECD average) at each level of 
proficiency on the mathematics scale (PISA 2003) 

OECD
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Source: OECD (2004); Appendix B1, Table 2.5a

Case Study: 
National Qualifications Framework – .
Year 11 students with a qualification meeting 
the literacy/numeracy criteria

The proportion of Year 11 students attaining a National 

Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA) Level 1 

qualification or above has increased from 52 percent in .

2002 to 58 percent in 2005. This represents a 12 percent 

overall increase. Year 11 students are considered as this 

reduces any bias resulting from accumulation of NCEA Level 

credits by students continuing study into Years 12 and 13. 

Mäori, Pasifika and Asian students, and students from low 

decile schools (schools that draw their students from 

communities with the highest degree of socio-economic 

disadvantage), have experienced the greatest increases in 

qualification rates. For example, the percentage of Year 11 

students from schools with the highest proportion of students 

from low socio-economic communities (deciles 1 and 2) with 

NCEA Level 1 or above, has increased from 24 percent in 2002 

to 36 percent in 2005, an increase of 52 percent.

To gain NCEA Level 1, candidates have to meet literacy and 

numeracy requirements (eight or more credits for each). By the 

end of 2005, 71 percent of Year 11 students met the literacy 

and numeracy requirements compared with 60 percent in 2002. 

The greatest increase has been for students achieving the 

numeracy criterion. From 2002 to 2005, the percentage of Year 

11 students attaining the numeracy criterion increased by 17 

percent, from 70 percent to 82 percent. The percentage of Year 

11 students attaining fewer than four numeracy credits 

dropped from 22 percent to 12 percent over the same period, 

representing a 44 percent reduction. 

Mathematics Achievement

PISA and the Trends in International Mathematics and Science 

Study (TIMSS) found New Zealand students had a mean 

mathematics score significantly above the OECD average for both 

Year 9 and Year 11 students. The data show:

in 2003 New Zealand was placed in the second highest 

performing group of participating countries in PISA (along 

with Australia, Belgium and Canada) in mathematics

New Zealand has higher proportions of students achieving at 

proficiency levels 3, 4, 5 and 6 in mathematics than the OECD 

average (see Figure 8.2)

Year 9 boys and girls continue to score similarly, while at .

Year 11 boys score slightly higher than girls

in 2002 Year 9 Asian students scored significantly better in 

mathematics than European/Päkehä students for TIMSS. Year 

9 European/Päkehä students scored significantly better than 

Mäori and Pasifika students.

Science Achievement

PISA and TIMSS found New Zealand students had a mean science 

score significantly above the OECD average for both Year 9 and 

Year 11 students. The data show:

in 2003 New Zealand was placed in the second highest 

performing group of participating countries in PISA (along 

with Australia and Canada) in science

in 2003 Year 11 boys scored significantly higher than girls in 

PISA, 529 and 513 respectively compared with an OECD 

average of 503 for boys and 497 for girls. This is different to 

the pattern seen in 2000 when girls scored higher than boys

■

■

■

■

■

■



Figure 8.3: Trends in the proportions of New Zealand Year 9 students achieving at the 
international science benchmarks (1994 and 2002) 
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in 2002 Year 9 European/Päkehä and Asian students scored 

significantly better in science than Mäori and Pasifika students 

in TIMSS

the proportion of New Zealand Year 9 students who didn’t 

reach the low international science benchmarks nearly halved 

between the 1994 and 2002 studies (see Figure 8.3).

■

■

Source: Ministry of Education (2004b); Table 5
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9.	SCHOOL LEAVERS –  
	 QUALIFICATIONS

What we have found

In recent years, since the introduction of National 

Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA),  

more students have left school with qualifications than 

in previous years. After close to 20 years of little change, 

the proportion of students leaving school with little or 

no formal attainment has dropped over the last three 

years from 18 percent to 13 percent. Over the past four 

years, the proportion of students leaving school with at 

least NCEA Level 2 has increased by 53 percent. A third 

of all students now leave school with a university 

entrance standard qualification.

The flexibility of the new qualifications system means 

that students can take longer to achieve qualifications, 

and courses can be tailored to meet their needs. In the 

past students who may have achieved in some aspects 

of learning may not have had their achievements 

formally recognised; now they do.
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in 2002, 35 percent of Mäori and 26 percent of Pasifika school 

leavers left with little or no formal attainment, but by 2005 

this had improved to 25 percent for Mäori and 15 percent for 

Pasifika school leavers. As the schooling system has 

historically been less effective for Mäori and Pasifika students, 

this improvement is promising (see Figure 9.1)

similar proportions of boys and girls left school in 2005.

with little or no formal attainment, 14 percent and 12.

percent respectively

in 2005 the proportion of students leaving school with little .

or no formal attainment was greater at schools with the 

highest proportion of students from low socio-economic 

communities (deciles 1 or 2), 23 percent, compared with .

five percent of students who left schools with the lowest 

proportion of students from low socio-economic communities 

(deciles 9 or 10).

School leavers with NCEA Level 2 or above

In 2005, 57 percent of school leavers achieved at least NCEA.

Level 2, a 53 percent increase from 2001 (see Figure 9.2)..

The data show:

girls perform better than boys, with 62 percent attaining .

NCEA Level 2 qualifications compared to 52 percent of boys

Asian students had the highest proportion of school leavers 

attaining at least NCEA Level 2 (80 percent), 27 percent.

higher than the percentage of European/Päkehä students.

(63 percent)

there is a substantial gap between Pasifika (45 percent) and 

Mäori (33 percent) students in attaining at least NCEA Level 2. 

Some of this difference is owing to the higher retention rates 

for Pasifika. Eighty-seven percent of Pasifika school leavers in 

2005 stayed until at least Year 12 compared with only 73 

percent of Mäori

■

■

■

■

■

■

Why this is important
School leaver data provide a way of measuring the cumulative 

performance of students. They show the overall success of schools 

in ensuring that students are adequately equipped to participate 

in society, the labour market and further education. 

A formal school qualification is a measure of the extent to which 

young adults have completed a basic prerequisite for higher 

education and training or many entry-level jobs.

How we are going
The overall picture for 2005 school leavers is reasonably good, 

with the evidence showing raised levels of achievement. Key 

indicators suggest that the introduction of NCEA has had a positive 

impact, with a greater proportion of leavers attaining NCEA Level 

3 or a university entrance standard and fewer leaving with little or 

no formal attainment since its introduction (see Table 9.1). 

School leavers with little or no formal 
attainment 

In 2005, 13 percent of all school leavers left school with little or 

no formal attainment.18 The proportion of Mäori and Pasifika 

students leaving with little or no formal attainment has reduced 

considerably. 

Some of these school leavers are likely to continue their learning 

through tertiary education providers in preference to pursuing 

secondary school qualifications. However, a number will attempt 

to become part of the workforce; these individuals may 

experience difficulties both in gaining employment and in 

sustaining it over the long term. The data show:

the proportion of school leavers with little or no formal 

attainment has decreased over the past three years from 18 

percent to 13 percent in 2005, although there has been no 

change between 2004 and 2005 (see Figure 9.1)

■

Table 9.1: Highest attainment of school leavers by ethnic group (2005)

Highest attainment 
Percentage of School Leavers

Mäori Pasifika Asian Other
European / 

Päkehä
All School 

Leavers

UE, Level 3 qualification or higher 12 14 58 32 38 33

Halfway to a Level 3 qualification 1 7 13 11 11 8 9

Level 2 qualification 13 18 11 13 17 16

Halfway to a Level 2 qualification 2 10 14 7 9 8 9

Level 1 qualification 8 5 3 4 8 7

Halfway to a Level 1 qualification 3 13 12 4 9 8 9

Less than halfway to a Level 1 qualification 4 10 10 2 6 4 6

Little or no formal attainment 5 25 15 5 16 10 13

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100

Source: Ministry of Education (2006f)
1.	 30+ credits at Level 3 or above. 
2.	 30+ credits at Level 2 or above. 
3.	 40+ credits at Level 1 or above. 
4.	 14-39 credits at Level 1 or above. 
5.	 0 credits or 1–13 at Level 1, 2 or 3. 
6.	 Owing to rounding, percentages may not add to 100.

18	Little or no formal attainment is equivalent of 0 credits or 1-13 credits at Level 1, 2 or 3.

PART 2 : SCHOOLING : SCHOOL LEAVERS – QUALIFICATIONS
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Figure 9.1: Percentage of school leavers with little or no formal attainment by 
ethnic group (1995 to 2005)

0

P
er

ce
n

ta
ge

 o
f 

sc
h

oo
l l

ea
ve

rs

25

30

35

40

45

15

20

1995

Mäori Pasifika Asian TOTALEuropean/Päkehä

10

5

1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005

Source: Ministry of Education (2006f)

Figure 9.2: Percentage of school leavers with an NCEA Level 2 qualification or above by 
ethnic group (1995 to 2005) 
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not comparable with other years, and has been omitted.
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the percentage of Mäori school leavers with at least NCEA 

Level 2 or equivalent more than doubled from 2001 to 2005, 

while the rate for Pasifika increased by 80 percent. This 

compares with a 53 percent increase for European/Päkehä 

school leavers over the same period, implying that the 

disparities between ethnic groups are reducing

students from schools with the highest proportion of students 

from low socio-economic communities (deciles 1 and 2) are less 

than half as likely to leave school with at least NCEA Level 2 than 

students from schools with the lowest proportion of students 

from low socio-economic communities (deciles 9 and 10).

School leavers achieving a university entrance 
standard

Students achieving a university entrance standard are able to 

enter directly into degree-level study. In 2005, 33 percent.

of school leavers achieved at least a university entrance.

standard, compared with 27 percent in 2002 (see Figure 9.3)..

The data show:

females achieved at higher rates than males, with 38 percent 

achieving an entrance standard, compared with 28 percent .

of males

Asian students had the highest proportion of school leavers 

achieving an entrance standard (59 percent), over 50 percent 

higher than the percentage of European/Päkehä (38 percent)

Mäori and Pasifika school leavers were less likely to achieve 

an entrance standard in 2005, 12 and 13 percent respectively. 

However, the percentages for both Mäori and Pasifika rose 

markedly from 2002 to 2005 with increases of 55 percent.

and 70 percent respectively. This compares with a 22.

percent increase for European/Päkehä school leavers over.

the same period

■

■

■

■

■

students from schools with the highest proportion of students 

from low socio-economic communities (deciles 1 and 2) were 

4.2 times less likely to leave school having reached university 

entrance standard than students from schools with the lowest 

proportion of students from low socio-economic communities 

(deciles 9 and 10).

Case Study: 
National Qualifications Framework (NQF) 
– accumulation of qualifications over time

Students can use the flexibility of NQF qualifications to 

achieve at different levels of study within a single year and 

they can accumulate credits towards qualifications over more 

than one year. Students who do not gain a qualification in .

one year retain any credits they have gained and can add to 

them in subsequent years and complete a qualification.

We can track overall progress of those Year 11 students who 

studied on the NQF in 2003: those students who, if they stayed 

at school, would be expected to complete Year 13 in 2005. .

Of this total student cohort (50,800 candidates), 61 percent 

gained NQF qualifications while in Year 11. By the end of 

2005, 78 percent of the cohort had gained at least one.

NQF qualification.

Around two-thirds of those who did not gain qualifications in 

2003 continued to study, and 44 percent of that total group 

achieved at least one qualification in Years 12 or 13.

Pasifika and Asian candidates who did not gain qualifications 

in Year 11 were more likely than Mäori or European/Päkehä 

candidates to stay in study and gain qualifications or .

more credits.

■
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Figure 9.3: Percentage of school leavers with University Entrance or higher by 
ethnic group (1995 to 2005)
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What we have found

The number of students enrolling in tertiary education 

for the first time has increased annually since 1998.  

This growth has occurred with students directly entering 

tertiary education from school and young people 

indirectly entering tertiary education.

Within five years of leaving school, three-quarters  

of students will have enrolled in tertiary education. 

School leavers with little or no formal attainment who 

do go onto tertiary study are most likely to enrol in a 

certificate level course. School leavers who have 

achieved a university entrance standard are most  

likely to enrol in a degree level course.

Mäori and Pasifika students who enrol in tertiary 

education for the first time are more likely to enrol in 

certificate level courses; Asian students are more likely 

to enrol in degree level courses on leaving school.

PART 2 : SCHOOLING : SCHOOL LEAVERS – TRANSITION TO TERTIARY

10.	SCHOOL LEAVERS –  
	 TRANSITION TO TERTIARY
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Figure 10.2: Percentage of school leavers making a direct transition to tertiary education 
by award level and year of enrolment (1998 to 2004)
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Why this is important
In order to contribute in today’s society individuals must be 

skilled and knowledgeable. Tertiary education provides a means 

to develop these skills and individuals can participate at any age, 

from leaving school through to adulthood.

Tertiary education offers a range of courses to suit the background 

of each learner, from low-level certificate courses through to 

undergraduate degrees and advanced research-based 

postgraduate degrees. Encompassing the diversity of our society, 

tertiary education caters for a range of learners; from school 

leavers to workers, the unemployed, to students from overseas, 

and those pursuing an interest, hobby or more social interaction.

Qualifications represent the desired outcome of tertiary 

education; those individuals gaining them have greater labour 

force participation and, on average, earn higher incomes.19

19	Loader, M., & Dalgety, J. (2006). Students’ transitions between school and tertiary education. Unpublished. Ministry of Education.
20	Indirect transition means students’ had a break of between one to five years since school, prior to enrolling in tertiary education for the first time.

Figure 10.1: Number of first-time enrolments in tertiary education by  
transition group and year of enrolment (1998 to 2003)
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How we are going
The number of first-time enrolments in tertiary education has 

been increasing since the late 1990s. The number of students .

aged 25 and under who made indirect transitions20 to tertiary 

education has increased by 82 percent since 1998, while the 

number of students directly transitioning has increased by .

33 percent (see Figures 10.1 and 10.2).

In 2004 over half of all school leavers transitioned directly 

into tertiary education, an increase of 27 percent from 1998. 

Much of this increase occurred in school leavers enrolling in 

lower-level certificate courses, the level of study similar to 

that offered in schools (Levels 1 to 3) on the National 

Qualifications Framework. 

In 2004, 31 percent of all school leavers enrolled in .

certificate-level courses, four percent enrolled in diploma-

level courses, and 23 percent enrolled in degree-level .

courses (see Figure 10.2).

■

■

Source: Ministry of Education (2005h)
1.	 Excludes NZAID and Foreign fee-paying students.

Source: Ministry of Education (2005h)
1.	 Excludes NZAID and Foreign fee-paying students.
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School leavers can be placed into three groups relative to their 

highest attainment: university entrance standard, Level 1 or 2 .

(or equivalent), and little or no formal attainment. Since 2000 .

the number of students leaving achieving a university entrance 

standard has increased, while the number with little or no .

formal attainment has decreased. The data show:

in 2004 over three-quarters of students with little or no formal 

attainment made direct transitions into tertiary education, 

with over 90 percent of this group choosing to study a 

certificate-level course. The large majority of students leaving 

school with little or no formal attainment (90 percent) 

enrolled in tertiary education within five years

the proportion of students, just over half, transitioning 

directly to tertiary education is lowest for the cohort that has 

Level 1 or 2 attainments (or equivalent). The students in this 

cohort are also less likely to enrol in tertiary education within 

five years of leaving school; only 73 percent enrol

in 2004 of students who left school with a university entrance 

standard, 53 percent went directly to tertiary education. 

Students in this cohort are most likely to enrol in degree-level 

study; only small proportions enrol in certificate-level study 

(typically Mäori and Pasifika students and those from low 

decile schools). Within five years over three-quarters of 

students who left school having achieved a university entrance 

standard have enrolled in tertiary education.

■

■

■

Figure 10.3: Percentage of school leavers making a direct transition to tertiary education 
by ethnic group and year of enrolment (1998 to 2004) 
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School leavers who have a high direct transition rate to tertiary 

education are Asian (see Figure 10.3) and female. .

The data show:

the first time enrolment rate of Mäori, Pasifika and European/

Päkehä school leavers in 2004 remained the same as in 2003 

at 55 percent. However, the percentages for Mäori and 

Pasifika students rose markedly from 1998 to 2004 by 85 

percent and over 100 percent respectively compared with.

only a 14 percent increase for European/Päkehä students

in 2004 over half of Mäori (57 percent) and Pasifika (62 

percent) students who left school enrolled in certificate-level 

study, and around one-fifth enrolled in degree-level study (17 

percent and 18 percent respectively). The pattern is different 

for Asian students: at least two-thirds (68 percent) enrolled in 

degree-level study directly from leaving school. There is an 

equal split in the proportion of European/Päkehä students 

enrolling in degree and certificate-level study: about 40 

percent in each respectively. 

■

■

Source: Ministry of Education (2005h)
1. Excludes NZAID and Foreign fee-paying students.
2. Other school leavers are not shown as a separate series but are included under Total.
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