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Drafter: Richard D’Ath DDI:   
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Purpose of Report 

1. This Report summarises what we heard from New Zealanders about NCEA, and 

provides our advice on strengthening NCEA. This includes responding to your specific 

questions following our paper to you over the summer break [METIS 1170092 refers].  

2. Included is our comment on the advice of your Ministerial and Professional Advisory 

Groups (MAG and PAG), material to support a strategy session with you and the chairs 

of the MAG and PAG on 6 March 2019, and recommended next steps for preparing a 

paper for Cabinet in early May 2019. 

3. To note that you have separately received the reports from the MAG and PAG [METIS 

1178879 refers]. 

Enclosures 

Annex A:  An A3 providing an overview of the NCEA Review process to date. 

Annex B:  The 6 March Strategy Session Pack, including an annotated agenda and a 

pack of A3 documents, summarising: 

1. How NCEA currently works 

2. Summary of the recommendations of the Ministerial Advisory 

Group, Professional Advisory Group and the Ministry 

3. Example user profiles to illustrate what our recommendations 

would mean for young people and teachers 

Also included are Briefing Notes provided to Ministers Davis, Martin and Salesa 

focused on their portfolio delegations, to complement this broader paper, and 

strategy session pack. 
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report, and the outputs from the CoLab events. These reports were provided to you in 

December 2018, along with five high-level problem statements: 

a. Wellbeing – The qualification drives excessive assessment workload for students, 

schools, tertiary educators, and teachers. Young people are not always supported 

to exercise agency and reflect their identity in their learning. 

b. Equity and inclusion – NCEA assessment is not inclusive of all identities, 

cultures and abilities. Ākonga Māori, Pacific students and those with learning 

support needs often do not get access to the learning they need to thrive as 

themselves. Kura do not have the resources to provide a full range of learning, 

and mātauranga Māori is not well integrated in English medium. 

c. Coherence – Learning and assessment practices under NCEA are often 

fragmented, so students miss out on important learning and do not make 

connections across their study or the curriculum. Some students attain an NCEA 

without the capabilities, knowledge and skills needed to succeed. 

d. Pathways – Not every student gets access to the full range of possible quality 

pathways through NCEA. A school may lack the resources to offer a range of 

learning options or students may be channelled into courses that do not align with 

their future goals and aspirations. Too many students don’t successfully progress 

from schooling or foundation tertiary into further study, training, or work. 

e. Credibility – There is confusion about how NCEA attainment shows what students 

know and can do. There is a lack of confidence that NCEA’s requirements for 

literacy and numeracy are robust and valid. Not all students achieving NCEA have 

the literacy and numeracy levels they need for further study, employment and life. 

11. While public engagement, catalysed by discussion of the MAG’s six Big Opportunities, 

provided consistent messages around what the problems were, there was disagreement 

on the appropriate solutions. This is unsurprising; after 15 years of improvements, 

NCEA’s core systems are working well and the challenges raised are ones that will 

require a coordinated system response, of which the qualification is but one part.  

Our recommended approach to change – eight key proposals 

12. Our assessment is that there is an opportunity through this review to: 

a. Improve the structural coherence of NCEA assessment to more efficiently capture 

the key attributes and skills students need to succeed. 

b. Improve the tools and support available to teachers and tertiary educators 

delivering NCEA related learning to enable them to work effectively and efficiently.  

c. Improve the information and support available to students and whānau to enable 

more informed decision making in relation to NCEA. 

13. This approach broadly aligns with the visions of the MAG and PAG. The MAG suggest 

that NCEA is a good qualification – it works well for many, but it could be excellent. They 

want an NCEA in which students have full access to what’s really important, and can 

experience learning that recognises their individual culture, identity and aspirations. 

They have a vision of students who are able to exercise informed agency in their learning 

journey, and access coherent courses and programmes that support progress along a 

personalised pathway.  
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14. The PAG believes NCEA is a robust qualification and supports its core design and 

flexibility. Their vision is for a focus on learning rather than assessment, and providing 

ākonga Māori equitable opportunities to learn and achieve as Māori whichever school 

they attend. They believe NCEA needs to be an assessment system which provides 

equitable opportunities for learning to be assessed, and enables authentic contexts for 

assessment. They want changes to be made to greatly reduce student and teacher 

workload while improving the credibility of NCEA.    

15. To achieve the outcomes in paragraph 12, and the visions of the MAG and PAG, we 

recommend eight broad ‘headline’ proposals: 

a. Retain Level 1 as an optional level – with a choice about whether to retain Level 

1 broadly in its current form or to rebuild it as a smaller, more focused foundation 

qualification. 

b. Make literacy and numeracy more robust – tie literacy and numeracy 

requirements to Level 5 of the National Curriculum, consult on assessment tools 

to ensure consistent judgments against this benchmark, and agree to revised 

assessment standards as the sole mechanism to credential the requirements. 

c. Simplify NCEA’s requirements and workload expectations – introduce clear 

expectations on credit numbers across all levels. This includes choices about: 

i. Whether to remove the ‘carry over’ from NCEA Levels 2 and 3, and 

either reduce those qualifications to 60 credits or to retain their current 

requirement for 80 credits 

ii. Whether to introduce a soft credit cap at 100 or 120 credits per year. 

d. Refocus on fewer, larger standards within coherent courses – create fewer, 

larger achievement standards with stronger links to the National Curriculum. 

Alongside the Reform of Vocational Education (RoVE), strengthen industry-

derived standards. Extend course endorsements to Achieved grades and require 

the registration of a brief summary of each course. 

e. Strengthen NCEA’s core requirements – make expectations about the most 

important learning clearer, then build this into the revised qualifications, standards 

and credentials; and introduce a requirement for breadth of content in NCEAs. 

f. Parity for mātauranga Māori in NCEA – integrate te ao Māori explicitly into 

NCEA’s outcome statements, graduate profile and assessment standards; and 

ensure parity resourcing for Māori medium NCEAs. 

g. Signal clear pathways to further education and employment – explicitly signal 

the purposes of each Level of NCEA, investigate a Vocational Entrance Award; 

and amend the Record of Achievement to prioritise summary information. 

h. Make accessing NCEA easier – end NCEA fees, increase access to Special 

Assessment Conditions (SAC) by making some conditions available to all 

students, and build accessibility and inclusion into the design of every standard. 

16. We also address the list of questions you indicated you would like to discuss following 

on from our advice to you over the summer break: 
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Question  Addressed in 

Should Level 1 be separated and treated as a 

Foundation Skills Certificate? If so, does it not need to 

be so closely connected with Year 11 or could it be a 

Year 9 to 11 focus? 

Proposal 1: Retain NCEA Level 1 

What is the purpose of each of the 3 levels of NCEA? Proposal 7: Signal clear pathways 

further education and employment 

If literacy and numeracy moves to being a prerequisite 

for NCEA, how will it be assessed and what’s the point 

of all 3 levels of NCEA if literacy and numeracy aren’t 

specifically assessed? 

Proposal 2: make literacy and 

numeracy more robust; Proposal 1: 

Retain NCEA Level 1 

Should the number of credits per learner be capped to 

encourage careful selection? 

Proposal 3: Simplify formal 

requirements and workload 

expectations 

How do we break down the “subject” paradigm to get 

more genuinely connected learning? 

Proposals 4: Refocus on fewer, 

larger standards within coherent 

courses; and 5: Strengthen 

NCEA’s core requirements 

Should UE be removed from NCEA and assessed 

separately (e.g., an entrance exam – this would better 

reflect what students should expect when they get to 

university)? 

Proposal 7: Signal clear pathways 

further education and employment  

17. As noted in METIS 1175556, our next step following the 6 March 2019 strategy session 

will be to commence drafting a Cabinet paper, and public consultation document, for 

consideration by Cabinet Social Wellbeing Committee in late April or early May 2019. 

18. We anticipate that pending further consultation, we could start to meaningfully 

implement changes to NCEA practice from 2021 onwards, with 2020 focussing on 

building sector understanding and support, and targeted collaborative design work to 

ensure the details of NCEA’s new design are fit for purpose, user-centred, and meet the 

needs of diverse student groups and communities.  

Recommended Actions  

The Ministry of Education recommends you: 

a. Note the Ministry’s advice on strengthening NCEA contained in this report. These will 

be discussed with you at a strategy session on 6 March 2019, alongside the advice of 

your Ministerial and Professional Advisory Groups [METIS 1178879 Refers] 

Noted 

b. Agree that the Ministry should commence drafting a Cabinet paper, and public 

consultation document, for consideration by Cabinet Social Wellbeing Committee in 

late April or early May 2019, based on eight key proposals: 
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i. Retaining NCEA Level 1 as an optional level [paragraphs 48 to 5354] 

Agree / Disagree 

ii. Making literacy and numeracy more robust [paragraphs 54 to 58] 

Agree / Disagree 

iii. Simplifying NCEA’s requirements and workload expectations [paragraphs 48 

to 53]; and  

a. Preserving NCEA Level 1’s current structure, mirroring NCEA 

Level 2 and 3, and its 80 credit requirement 

Agree / Disagree 

OR 

b. Rebuilding NCEA Level 1 as a focused, 60 credit foundation 

qualification 

Agree / Disagree 

AND 

c. Making no change to the ‘carry over’ for NCEA Levels 2 and 3 

Agree / Disagree 

OR 

d. Remove the ‘carry over’, and make NCEA Level 2 and 3 both 60 

credits; OR 

Agree / Disagree 

OR 

e. Remove the ‘carry over’, and make NCEA Level 2 and 3 both 80 

credits 

Agree / Disagree 

AND 

f. Impose a soft cap on the number of credits that a student should 

enter in any given year at: 

i. 100 (or 80 if NCEA Level 1, 2 or 3 become 60 credit 

qualifications); OR 

Agree / Disagree 

OR 

ii. 120 (or 100 if NCEA Level 1, 2 or 3 become 60 credit 

qualifications) 

Agree / Disagree 
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iv. Refocusing on fewer, larger standards within coherent courses [paragraphs 

79 to 93] 

Agree / Disagree 

v. Strengthening NCEA’s core requirements [paragraphs 94 to 99] 

Agree / Disagree 

vi. Parity for mātauranga Māori in NCEA [paragraphs 100 to 105] 

Agree / Disagree 

vii. Signalling clear pathways to further education and employment [paragraphs 

106 to 117] 

Agree / Disagree 

viii. Make accessing NCEA easier [paragraphs 118 to 124] 

Agree / Disagree 

 

c. Note that the Ministry will also progress work to support these changes via the 

Education Work Programme.  

Noted 

d. Note that we have recommended [METIS 1178879 refers] that the MAG and PAG will 

play no formal role during consultation, but the PAG will be reconvened following 

consultation to provide you with further advice on implementation matters. 

Noted 

e. Note that, following consultation, a further Cabinet paper will be provided to Social 

Wellbeing Committee in November 2019 seeking final approval to a change package. 

Noted 

f. Agree to forward this Education Report and Attachments to Associate Ministers of 

Education Davis, Salesa and Martin. 

Agree / Disagree 

g. Agree not to proactively release this report until Cabinet decisions have been made. 

Agree / Disagree 

 

 

 

 

Ellen MacGregor-Reid Hon Chris Hipkins 

Deputy Secretary Minister of Education 

Early Learning and Student Achievement 

 

25/02/2019 __/__/____ 
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Background, what we heard during the review, and defining the problems 

The NCEA qualification’s current requirements  

19. For each NCEA students must achieve 80 credits. Sixty must be from the certificate level 

or above (i.e., Level 3+ for Level 3), and 20 can be carried over from one NCEA level 

lower (i.e., from Level 2 for to count towards Level 3). For many students this means an 

effective requirement of 60 ‘new’ credits for each of Levels 2 and 3 (the ‘carry over’). 

20. Literacy and numeracy requirements must be met. Over six hundred of the achievement 

standards are “literacy or numeracy-rich” (but do not directly assess these skills), and 

10 credits from each of the lists will meet the requirements. Alternatively, six unit 

standards are benchmarked to the Adult Progressions for Literacy and Numeracy. Three 

“English for Academic Purposes” (ESOL) unit standards are also available. 

21. Credits recognise learning in schools, wharekura, and TEOs, either using achievement 

standards (conventional school fields of study, derived from the National Curriculum) 

and unit standards (other fields, usually derived from industry).  The National Curriculum 

does not make progress in any specific Learning Areas or Wāhanga Ako compulsory in 

years 11 – 13, although the key competencies of the New Zealand Curriculum (NZC) 

are to be explicitly developed, and Te Marautanga o Aotearoa (TMoA) requires kura to 

build a curriculum underpinned by a graduate profile.  

22. This flexibility was intended to support diverse pathways and maximise student choice 

regarding courses.2 The flexible standards-based approach, with both internal and 

external assessment,3 works for many students who might not otherwise experience 

success.4 The ability to ‘mix and match’ standards allows for flexibility in course design.  

How NCEA works in practice 

23. NCEA assessment practice does not always meet this intention. Our findings are: 

Finding 1: Wellbeing – The qualification drives excessive assessment workload for 

students, schools, tertiary educators, and teachers. Young people are not always 

supported to exercise agency and reflect their identity in their learning. 

24. We have heard very clearly that over-assessment is one of the main problems with 

NCEA’s implementation. NCEA can put pressure on:  

a. Students working on too many assessments, leading to stress and anxiety.  

b. Teacher workload, across assessment design, marking, moderation, and 

administration, compromising quality teaching due to teacher burnout. 

25. In addition, while resubmission has been identified as a positive feature of NCEA, it has 

been highlighted as contributing to high teacher workload. Our view is that it is taking 

place far more regularly than intended and in circumstances outside of the rules.5  

26. To address these issues, we need to encourage curriculum to drive assessment, 

decrease the burden of assessment on providers, and better empower students. 

                                                 
2 Qualifications for Young People Aged 16 to 19 Years, Cabinet Committee on Social Policy, 3. 
3 Internal assessment is marked internally during the year. External assessment marked externally to a school 
and is generally in the form of an examination at the end of the year. Unit standards are all assessed internally. 
4 NCEA Review: Findings from the public engagement on the future of NCEA (New Zealand Council for 
Educational Research, Wellington), 8.   
5 Feedback from the sector co-design CoLab event (2018); correspondence with NZQA and school principals.  
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Finding 2: Coherence – Learning and assessment practices under NCEA are often 

fragmented, so students miss out on important learning and do not make connections 

across their study or the curriculum. Some students attain an NCEA without the 

capabilities, knowledge and skills needed to succeed. 

27. Courses are often built around traditional school subjects. While inter-disciplinary 

learning is possible by ‘mixing and matching’ standards, this seldom occurs in practice, 

with cited reasons including complexity, the need to meet University Entrance (UE) 

requirements, and the fear of moderation challenges. Even when it does occur, 

standards might not make a coherent whole – for example, when selected based on 

short term need like ease of achievement or a need to ‘catch up’ credits. 

28. Even traditional courses of learning can be piecemeal and disjointed. Standards are 

being used as learning “chunks” to make up a de facto curriculum, with learning divided 

artificially and connections lost. The design of tasks used for assessment can also be 

generic and based on a narrow interpretation of the standard, compounded by a 

perception that moderation requirements do not allow for innovative task design. 

29. Courses might lack the foundational knowledge in a particular discipline, or the industry-

derived learning required for progression. There may be gaps in students’ knowledge as 

a result. The key competencies and other ‘real life’ skills are also often not emphasised 

enough in NCEA standard driven courses. A repeated suggestion from the engagement 

was that there should be more relevant, real world learning occurring.6  

30. We therefore propose a focus on ensuring every young person has the range of 

capabilities, knowledge and skills needed to thrive, reflected in authentic assessment. 

Finding 3: Equity and Inclusion – NCEA assessment is not inclusive of all identities, 

cultures and abilities. Ākonga Māori, Pacific students and those with learning support 

needs often do not get access to the learning they need to thrive as themselves. Kura 

do not have the resources to provide a full range of learning, and mātauranga Māori is 

not well integrated in English medium settings. 

31. Equity is where each student receives the support they need to be successful. Inclusion 

is involvement and empowerment, where the inherent worth and dignity of the diversity 

of students is recognised and valued, including through diverse measures of success.  

32. We know that Māori students in English medium settings,7 Pacific students, students 

from low socioeconomic backgrounds, and those with disabilities and learning support 

needs are all less likely to achieve across all NCEA levels and UE than the average 

learner. Racism and more subtle forms of discrimination, including the soft bigotry of low 

expectations, were described in engagement feedback. 

33. It is clear that some knowledges and worldviews are emphasised over others. 

Mātauranga Māori is not given the prominence that it should in English medium settings, 

and te reo Māori and tikanga Māori are not seen as appropriately valued within NCEA. 

This is also true of Pacific culture and contexts. Respondents from the Cook Islands and 

Niue agreed that NCEA ought to be more inclusive of their culture and contexts.8 

34. There was support for increasing access to Special Assessment Conditions (SAC). 

Some students noted challenges around not knowing their reader-writers before the 

assessment (which made confidently communicating what they knew difficult), or having 

teachers not provide materials in braille, even when students were entitled to them. 

                                                 
6 NCEA Review, NZCER , p. 11 and 19; Feedback from the sector co-design CoLab event (2018)..  
7 Achievement of ākonga Māori in Māori medium are similar to Pākeha students in English medium settings.  
8NZCER Review, NZCER, p. 33, 34, 35, and 39; Pacific Fono Series (2018).  
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Students with learning support needs challenged why assessment should be modified 

and not just designed to be accessible for all from the outset. 

35. Students’ decisions regarding NCEA are influenced by entry conditions that schools, 

wharekura and TEOs impose and advice or direction they receive. Māori and Pacific 

students, and those with disabilities or learning needs are often most vulnerable to being 

streamed into less “academic” courses.9 Also, some students with learning support 

needs are not getting what they need to succeed in assessment. 

36. We need practice that is inclusive of students’ abilities, cultures and identities, and to 

provide equal access to both TMoA and the NZC as students move through education. 

Finding 4: Pathways – Not every student gets access to the full range of possible 

quality pathways through NCEA. A school may lack the resources to offer a range of 

learning options or students may be channelled into courses that do not align with their 

future goals and aspirations. Too many students don’t progress smoothly from schooling 

or foundation tertiary into further study, training, or work. 

37. We heard that NCEA’s flexibility creates choice and opportunity, but that not all young 

people have access to a full range of quality pathways through NCEA and beyond: 

a. Course choices can create ‘stumbling blocks’ to progression. Not all schools, 

wharekura and TEOs are able to offer the breadth of the National Curriculum, and 

racism and low expectations can affect choices offered to students. 

b. There can be limited access to vocational education and training (VET) options in 

school, and these might have low status. Poor quality pathways can lead to ‘dead-

ends’, with students having to repeat learning in lower level tertiary education. 

c. Employers and tertiary education organisations indicate that some young people 

lack awareness of potential career options, and don’t have key ‘employability’, 

‘study’ or ‘soft’ skills, which are essential for success. 

38. All students need access to a full range of learning options relevant to their goals and 

career aspirations within their NCEA, and a deliberate pathway to their next step. 

Finding 5: Credibility – There is confusion about how NCEA attainment reflects what 

students know and can do. There is a lack of confidence that NCEA assessment of 

literacy and numeracy is robust and valid. Not all students achieving NCEA have the 

literacy and numeracy levels they need for further study, employment and life. 

39. When asked as part of the NCEA Review survey, only around half the people (49%) 

who answered agreed that NCEA is a valuable qualification. Our view is that NCEA’s 

requirements are unclear, lack emphasis on the learning that’s most important, and may 

enable students to gain a qualification with gaps in their foundational knowledge. The 

Record of Achievement, with its long lists of standards, also does not help with clarity. 

40. We have also heard that current literacy and numeracy standards are not credible 

measures of whether students are literate and numerate, and that there is a lack of 

confidence that students with an NCEA have the literacy and numeracy needed. 

41. We need clear, simple information and decisions so that students, whānau and the 

community understand and have confidence in what an NCEA signifies. 

                                                 
9 Madjar, McKinley, Deynzer, van der Merwe Stumbling blocks or stepping stones? Students’ experience of 
transition from low-mid decile schools to university (Starpath Project, the University of Auckland, 2010). 
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The Ministry’s advice on strengthening NCEA: eight major proposals, underpinned by 

wider changes, for further consultation 

42. The negative experiences New Zealanders have with NCEA are not the result of simple 

‘malfunctions’ with the qualification, but rather a complex interplay of behaviours 

encouraged or incentivised by the qualification’s structure, the wider socio-cultural 

context, and how the education agencies administer it. These behaviours are in turn 

affected by schooling practices which often predate NCEA (e.g., timetabling, subject 

silos), and community, whānau and student expectations and decision-making.  

43. One focus group of principals’ nominees described a need for “going back to the basic 

tenets of NCEA, and actually talking about running a teaching and learning programme 

linked to the curriculum where the assessments kind of sit in the background”. 

44. This reflects the findings on NCEA from leading experts. In NCEA in Context, the authors 

argued that many challenges are a result of a relatively weak connection between NCEA 

and the National Curriculum and the reality of curriculum and assessment practice.10 

Briar Lipson’s 2018 report recommends tightening the restrictions on NCEA practice 

(i.e., putting in place for safeguards around the exercise of choice) to encourage a 

narrower focus on the most important things.11 In turn, the PPTA’s 2017 conference 

paper on NCEA argued that an increasing focus on assessment at the expense of the 

curriculum means that “mere encouragement is not sufficient”.12 

45. Consequently our advice recommends a number of changes be consulted on in the next 

phase of the review. The recommended changes are intended to be implemented as a 

package, and presented under eight broad headings below. 

46. The eight proposals are not a complete solution to the problems identified through 

engagement. Many of the issues identified go beyond the scope of the NCEA 

qualification, and are best progressed within the Education Work Programme, including: 

a. Curriculum, Progress and Achievement – using the proposed Curriculum 

Progress Maps (post- feasibility testing) to refocus on the National Curriculum and 

to rebuild the assessment standards as a coherent suite. We also need to ensure 

that the development of tools to support stronger tripartite relationships between 

students, whānau and teachers incorporates the needs of senior secondary. 

b. Careers System Strategy and the School Leavers’ Toolkit – ensuring that 

students and whānau have the advice and information needed to navigate 

choices, through support for an effective careers and pathways function, 

integrated into schools’ curriculum design processes with an effective School 

Leavers’ Toolkit that provides accessible information to students. 

c. RoVE – proposals for change will provide opportunities to build stronger, more 

consistent pathways from school and foundation tertiary education into higher-

level vocational education and training, and potential for improvements through 

more joined-up planning at the regional level.  

d. The draft Learning Support Action Plan aims to strengthen the range of supports 

for young people with additional learning needs. The Ministry’s draft suite of 

proposals are aligned to this aim. 

                                                 
10 Hipkins, Johnston and Sheehan, NCEA in Context (NZCER Press, Wellington, 2016). 
11 Lipson, Spoiled By Choice (New Zealand Initiative, Wellington, 2018), 10. 
12 Alison, NCEA Review 2018: An Opportunity For Change (PPTA, Wellington, 2017). 
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e. Ongoing investment in building the education system's capability to be 

responsive to the needs of Pacific students through the Pacific Education 

Strategy and through ongoing work on Tapasā. 

f. Strengthening mātauranga and te reo Māori pathways through education 

through Te Ahu o te Reo Māori and Te Kawa Matakura. 

47. In addition, the RoVE, Tomorrow’s Schools Review and the Education Workforce 

Strategy provide an opportunity to consider how well placed the system as a whole is 

to respond to the needs of all students. For example, some schools, wharekura, and 

TEOs, find it hard to provide a breadth of learning options (e.g., high level STEM or Te 

Reo). Similarly, a number of the secondary-tertiary initiatives developed to enable 

collaborative provision of learning opportunities beyond school are capped, and in some 

cases not meeting demand.  

Proposal 1: Retain NCEA Level 1 as an optional level 

• Retain NCEA Level 1 as an optional level of NCEA 

Commentary 

48. We endorse the MAG and PAG recommendation that NCEA Level 1 should be retained 

in some form. For 10% or so of students, NCEA is their highest exit qualification, and 

many school leaders recommended retaining the Level 1 qualification as a key motivator 

for their students, particularly in low decile schools.  

49. Engagement on the MAG’s Big Opportunity One (a 40 credit NCEA Level 1) also 

highlighted two further benefits of retaining Level 1: 

a. Teaching and assessment towards NCEA Level 1 standards gives students 

structured and credentialed opportunities to develop disciplinary knowledge 

necessary to prepare them for more advanced learning at Level 2 and beyond.  

b. Removing NCEA Level 1 could increase the ‘jump’ to Level 2, increasing 

student pressure in Year 12, which will feel higher stakes. 

50. Our recommendations about what the literacy and numeracy requirements for Level 1 

are covered in Proposal 2. The structure and credit requirements for NCEA Level 1 are 

then covered in Proposal 3. 

Other options we have considered but do not recommend 

51. Big Opportunity One suggested making a project a mandatory requirement of NCEA 

Level 1. Many of those engaged supported project-based learning, but did not want it to 

be a compulsory part of a Level 1 qualification. They emphasised that schools already 

have the option to use project-based learning if they wish to do so. 

52. A strong theme in the responses was that students are not ready for a high-stakes 

project at Level 1. People also identified constraints around how schools are currently 

organised that would make it challenging for projects to be made mandatory. 

53. Those already doing project-based learning in their schools suggested that a suite of 

standards could be created to assess inquiry, collaborative problem solving, and 

communication. We support this recommendation under Proposal 4.  
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Proposal 2: Make literacy and numeracy requirements more robust 

• Replace NCEA’s current literacy and numeracy requirements with a more consistent 

and robust benchmark that can be sat when students are ready. 

• Develop a tools for teachers and tertiary educators to make consistent, reliable 

judgments about literacy and numeracy, including exemplars and digital tests. 

• Develop new standards to assess this benchmark, which are externally graded. 

Commentary 

54. Because the current literacy and numeracy requirements are not consistently or directly 

assessed to the same benchmark, actual skills can vary by student, resulting in a view 

that the requirement lacks credibility. We recommend consulting on: 

a. A single benchmark, which would apply across all relevant assessment tools or 

formal requirements. The Ministry sought advice from technical experts in 2016 on 

the level of literacy and numeracy NCEA should require, and they identified a 

benchmark which broadly aligns to Level 5 of the National Curriculum.  

b. Developing new standards for use by all students. Our starting point would be 

rebuilding the six existing unit standards as a coherent 20 Level 1 credit package 

that could be taught across the curriculum and education settings, based on the 

above benchmark. 

c. That the new requirement be externally graded, to avoid increasing teacher and 

tertiary educator workload and to ensure the credibility of the new standards.  

d. That achieving the standards be a requirement of awarding NCEA Levels 1, 2 or 

3, and that students be able to complete it from year 7 so that schools identify 

those students who are not meeting requirements to get them on track. 

55. There are further areas where the Ministry recommends using consultation as a way to 

seek additional information from the sector, and test: 

a. Whether the “English for Academic Purposes” standards pathway should be 

retained (i.e., whether they are in fact regularly used within NCEA programmes). 

b. Whether the externally-graded assessment should use the ‘naturally occurring 

evidence’ approach of the current unit standards, or, use a digital test, and, how 

best to include oral language literacy.  

Other options we have considered but do not recommend 

56. We considered simply refining the existing requirements to reduce the risk of calling into 

question the robustness of existing NCEA qualifications. However, the standards have 

been rebuilt before (most recently in 2013), and our view is that credibility issues will 

continue until a clear, robust assessment is implemented. 

57. We do not recommend using achievement standards. These are intended to be pegged 

to Curriculum Level 6+, and need to reflect specific learning objectives from the National 

Curriculum (e.g., English literature and language, rather than literacy).  

58. We also do not recommend making the new requirement a pre-requisite to begin NCEA. 

We have emphasised early identification and support for students, but would not go so 

far as to prevent young people commencing NCEA study while they continue to work 

towards their literacy and numeracy requirements. 
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Proposal 3: Simplify NCEA’s structure to clarify workload expectations 

• Either: 

• Option A – Leave NCEA Level 1 at 80 credits and preserve its current 

structure, which is broadly similar to NCEA Level 2 and 3; OR 

• Option B – Rebuild it as a focused, 60 credit foundation qualification distinct 

from Levels 2 and 3. 

• Either make no change to the 20 ‘carry over’ credits at Level 2 and 3; OR 

• Remove the ‘carry over’, and either: 

• Option A – Make NCEA Level 2 and 3 both 60 credits  OR 

• Option B – Make NCEA Level 2 and 3 both 80 credits. 

• Impose a soft cap on the number of credits that a student should enter in any given 

year at 100 OR 120. 

• Restrict resubmissions (further attempts at an assessment without a new 

assessment task) to increasing a Not Achieved grade to an Achieved grade only. 

Commentary 

59. The MAG and PAG recommend removing the ‘carry over’ and reducing the number of 

credits required for each level of NCEA to 60 (as 20 credits from a lower level will no 

longer from part of the qualification) as a way to address teacher and student workload.  

60. Our view is that reducing the credits required to attain an NCEA is likely to have only a 

modest impact on workload. Students attain many more credits than needed to build 

buffers against failing to achieve some standards,13 to meet parental expectations, and 

because of competition between students – hence why counts in excess of 120 occur. 

61. Raw numbers of credits also only provide an indirect measure of assessment workload. 

Workload is generated by the number of assessments undertaken, and whether these 

are internally or externally assessed. Large numbers of internally assessed standards 

drive workload. Between 2012 and 2016, the number of results achieved in internally 

assessed standards (both achievement and unit) increased nearly 15%, offset with 

reductions in the number of external results achieved. This mean little change in the total 

number of credits attained, but big changes in assessment workload during the year. 

62. Our recommendation is that workload is best addressed via the review the achievement 

standards, by reducing the number of standards available in each NCEA subject 

(Proposal 4), and focusing only on credentialing the most important learning. We would 

expect to see the number of internal assessments per year undertaken by each learner 

to reduce by up to 30%, even with only modest reductions in the number of credits 

attained.14 While the workload reduction would be partially offset by the larger 

requirements of the merged standards, only one task would be needed, one moderation 

undertaken, one grading completed, and fewer tasks that could generate work. 

                                                 
13 Level 1 student’s do not achieve on average approximately 15 credits they enter each year, with students only 

attaining 80 to 84 credits not achieving more than 20 on average. 
14 For example, if a subject had three internal standards of 2, 2 and 4 credits respectively, and the two 2 credit 
standards were merged, the number of internal assessments (and associated overhead) would reduce by a third 
– five or six fewer assessments per year for each student doing five or six subjects (the common number). 
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63. We have two options for the future of NCEA Level 1 that could be consulted on in the 

next phase of the review. They are: 

a. OPTION A (80 Credits) – Retain NCEA Level 1’s current structure, which is similar 

to NCEA Level 2 and 3 and provides a broad, open-field qualification of 80 credits, 

possibly with a set of common requirements introduced over time.  

b. OPTION B (60 Credits) – Rebuild NCEA level 1 as a focused, 60 credit, foundation 

qualification with a tightened set of common requirements, and limited capacity for 

specialisation. 

64. Both options assume that Proposal 2 (Literacy and numeracy) is adopted as 

recommended, and 20 credits of Level 1 are reserved for the new literacy and numeracy 

requirements which we expect will often be completed in Years 7 to 10. If a large 

proportion of students will achieve their 20 literacy and numeracy credits in Years 7 to 

10. This would reduce the effective requirements of Level 1 by 20. 

65. Option A would keep NCEA Level 1 as an 80 credit qualification (in practice 60 credits 

if young people have got their 20 literacy and numeracy credits by Year 11). This would 

manage the risk that further reductions in the number of credits required could 

undermine the credibility of the Level 1 qualification, and make the step-up to NCEA 

Level 2 too large.  

66. We would specify through the graduate profile and available standards that Level 1, 

where used, is intended to be delivered as preparation for study towards NCEA Level 2. 

We would retain Level 1 standards within each specialist NCEA subject (to promote 

foundational disciplinary teaching). However greater emphasis would be put on the 

importance of holistic education across many areas, opportunities for exploration, and 

the need for highly structured options for those looking to transition early into 

employment.  

67. Option B would rebuild NCEA Level 1 from the ground up. We recommend this if you 

decide to reduce Level 1 from 80 to 60 credits, as the current approach and standards 

would be too fragmented and unwieldy for what would be effectively a 40 credit 

qualification for many. Instead, we would develop a new smaller set of fit-for-purpose 

standards.  

68. These new standards could emphasise cross-curricular and integrated learning, but we 

also recommend retaining a handful of specialised standards per subject to credential 

foundational disciplinary learning, potentially with options for both internal and external 

assessment. 

69. The potential benefits of Option B (more holistic learning, more cross-curricular learning, 

and reduced workload) are also issues of local curriculum design. If you decide on 

Option A, we recommend the Ministry undertakes work to support schools that wish to 

use NCEA Level 1 in a range of flexible ways (e.g., by only entering students into a small 

number of standards at Level 1, or allowing some students to do Level 2 as a two year 

programme), through provision of curriculum design tools and resources, aligned with 

the Curriculum, Progress and Achievement and PLD work described in paragraph 46. 

70. For both options, we recommend completing the curriculum mapping work described in 

Proposal 5 to develop the list of standards that would form the common requirements. 

71. For Levels 2 and 3, we do agree the carry over has limited value. It adds complexity, is 

poorly understood, and can result in poor decision making. It does, however, ensure 
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prior learning is recognised within each NCEA, that schools are encouraged and 

enabled to offer mixed-level programmes (i.e., with students working towards both 

NCEA Level 1 and 2 standards in Year 11), and that a year’s learning is attached to a 

credible number of credits. 

72. In addition, removing the carry over requires either that: 

a. The qualifications are formally recognised as being 60 credits, rather than 80. The 

current requirements for Level 3 help maintain parity with international 

qualifications, making it easier for New Zealanders to attend overseas universities, 

and helping schools to attract international students. Appearing to reduce the 

credit requirements could also undermine NCEA’s credibility.  

b. The qualification requirements are increased to 80 credits at each certificate level. 

This would constitute a significant increase (33%) that could, at least in the short 

term, result in significant drops in attainment. This risk could be offset by the 

increased focus on a smaller number of larger standards (see Proposal 4), but the 

stakes of each assessment would also raise, potentially undermining our 

intentions to focus on learning and to support student wellbeing. 

73. If you wish to consult on one or both of these options, we would focus our engagement 

on determining whether the potential unintended consequences (e.g., to the credibility 

of the qualifications) outweigh the potential benefits. If you choose instead to not 

progress changes to the carry over rules, we will instead seek feedback on the 

sufficiency of our proposed solution to address teacher and student workload.  

74. The MAG and PAG also support caps on the number of credits student can enrol in. 

Introducing limits is challenging as two 150 credit course loads could have very different 

workload implications for different students. Caps could also introduce distortions in 

learning and assessment decisions (e.g., not sitting any unit standards to ‘save room’ 

for achievement standards). For this reason, our advice is not to implement a hard 

mandatory limit, but instead to set an expectation within the qualification (a ‘soft’ cap).  

75. Two options for the cap would be: 

a. 120 credits. This would align with a full assessment load in each of 5 or 6 subjects 

or courses, and with our proposal to rebuild each subject as a coherent suite of 

four or five standards to be delivered as a package. Supporting a full 5 or 6 course 

workload will also help with the credibility of the qualification. 

b. 100 credits. This would send a sharper message about workload reduction, but 

would require teachers and students to pick and choose assessments within 

courses. This is likely to favour ‘easier’ and internally assessed standards.  

76. If you choose to reduce NCEA Level 2 and 3 to 60 credits by removing the carry over, 

we would recommend reducing these caps by 20 credits. 

77. Our recommendation to consult on restricting resubmissions is a response to 

widespread concerns that the policy is being abused to scaffold students into grades (by 

having inappropriate ‘check and correct’ loops) and placing undue and excessive 

workload pressure on teachers to provide further opportunities to receive higher grades. 

The new requirement would mean that resubmission would remain available to correct 

errors denying an achieved grade, but remove most of the workload pressure currently 

associated with resubmission. Possible disadvantage to students will be reduced by 

ensuring the new, larger standards incorporate clearer expectations and opportunities 

for appropriate formative feedback.  
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78. The PAG has also suggested exploring methods for additional external assessment 

options and external grading of internal assessments as ways to address teacher 

workload. We are supportive of this intention, as long as the primary focus is on using 

the most appropriate assessment for the standard, and recommend considering this 

alongside the review of achievement standards and development of NCEA Online. 

Proposal 4: Refocusing on fewer, larger standards within coherent courses 

• Rebuild the achievement standards to have fewer, larger standards that reflect the 

National Curriculum, and the most important learning content. 

• Alongside RoVE reforms, strengthen industry-derived standards to support high-

quality packages of vocational education and training within NCEA, including closer 

alignment with the National Curriculum. 

• Expand course endorsements to include “Achieved” grades and require registered 

courses to include a brief course description. 

Commentary 

79. NCEA is comprised of achievement standards and unit standards (both industry-derived 

and developed by NZQA e.g. Māori Performing Arts standards). The proposals below 

seek to strengthen the system across both of these areas. 

Rebuilding the achievement standards to have fewer, larger standards 

80. The Ministry recommends consulting on rebuilding the sets of standards within a subject 

or field of study so that teachers are empowered to design quality programmes of 

learning within well-defined boundaries. Through the review of achievement standards, 

we would: 

a. Make the size of standards consistent, likely to between 4 and 6 credits, with some 

narrow exceptions. Current achievement standards range from 2 to 8+ credits, 

with variation in workload reported across standards with similar credit counts.  

b. Reduce the maximum size of NCEA subjects and fields of study, likely to around 

20 credits per subject. Originally each subject had 24 credits, but over time this 

has increased (Level 1 English has 41, for example). 

c. Rebalance the number of credits available between internally and externally 

assessed standards. Aiming for an approximate 50:50 split (as when NCEA was 

first implemented) would mean most NCEA subjects would then have two 

externally assessed standards, with some exceptions.  

81. Teachers and students would have fewer opportunities for streaming or opting out of 

important content. More credits per assessment would allow a focus on rich learning, 

with a positive impact on student and teacher workloads. We will be able to sharpen link 

to the National Curriculum using emerging theories like ‘capabilities’,15 recognise 

emerging forms of practice (including integrated and cross-curricular learning, and 

project- and problem- based methods), incorporate diverse world views (Proposal 3), 

and build accessibility and inclusion into their fundamental design (Proposal 7). 

82. We would also try and reverse the ongoing decline in external assessment (from 46% 

of achievement standard results in 2012, to 31% in 2016). This is driven by the growth 

in the availability of internally assessed standards, pressure to raise attainment rates, a 

                                                 
15 Hipkins Weaving a Coherent Curriculum: how the idea of ‘capabilities’ can help (New Zealand Council for 
Educational Research, Wellington, 2017),  
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buffer against failing externals, and higher internal pass rates. Excessive credit 

accumulation is also a factor with many students having no need for external credits.  

83. Focusing on internals is not inherently a negative outcome, but there are concerns that 

students are avoiding the standards that they find challenging, leaving them unprepared 

for further education. In addition, a robust examination system is a key contributor to 

NCEA’s credibility, and high-stakes, integrative assessments under exam conditions can 

be a very effective way of assessing important knowledge and skills. 

84. The review of achievement standards would allow us to produce external standards that 

are more holistic, restore the previous balance between credits available internally and 

externally, and to investigate new modes of assessment that are as useful and credible 

as examinations, but are more appealing to students (e.g., portfolios and performances). 

Strengthening the delivery and accreditation of vocational education and training within NCEA 

85. NCEA’s recognition of industry-relevant learning is a key strength, and students and 

whānau value the ability to undertake vocational education and training (VET) as part of 

their NCEA. However, VET is often seen as having lower status. Although only a third 

of students go into degree-level study within a year of leaving school, UE’s relatively 

high status makes it seem like the ‘default’ measure of success. Our education system 

needs to better prepare all students for successful transitions into further study or work. 

This requires increasing the credibility and coherence of NCEA qualifications, which 

include VET, and enabling smooth transitions to higher level VET. 

86. The substantial reform agenda under consideration through the RoVE provides 

opportunities to strengthen the quality and status of VET within NCEA: 

a. Clarifying the roles and functions of industry standard setting bodies (including 

who should have a say in programme and curriculum design). 

b. Rethinking how learning and qualifications should be regulated and assessed 

(including a potential shift from highly prescriptive unit standards). 

c. Strengthening regional skills planning. 

87. Once initial decisions on these matters are undertaken through the RoVE work, we 

recommend further work, in partnership with the potential new industry skills bodies, 

schools and other providers offering NCEA, to review how learning towards industry-

derived standards could be aligned to NCEA, including the National Curriculum.  

88. Subsequent work will need to consider appropriate curriculum support for schools and 

foundation tertiary education organisations to deliver high quality and coherent 

programmes – including the future of Vocational Pathways. Where possible, this work 

will complement the review of achievement standards, and industry and employers will 

play a key role right from the initial design of that Review.   

Expanding course endorsements to recognise achievement within a course 

89. At present, students who attain at least 14 credits at either Merit or Excellence level 

within a given course (registered by their school at the start of the year with NZQA), 

including 3 credits in external assessments, receive a course endorsement.16 Course 

endorsements are supported by teachers, students and whānau, and are a useful 

measure of coherence – as they require schools to register full courses.  

                                                 
16 This appears on the Record of Achievement as “[Course Title] with [Merit / Excellence]”. 
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90. We recommend expanding course endorsements to recognise attainment at Achieved 

level (e.g., Biology with Achieved), to include courses assessed (partially or fully) with 

industry-derived standards, and to require the registration of a brief statement of course 

objectives. This will make the Record of Achievement more meaningful and easier to 

navigate, and provide a behavioural ‘nudge’ towards course coherence. 

Other options we have considered but do not recommend 

91. The MAG endorses an attestation process alongside course endorsements. However, 

the compliance burden of quality assurance likely exceeds the benefits. Whether a 

course is ‘coherent’ is highly contextual, and it is unclear how an assurance body would 

be able to usefully act on the information, given local autonomy over curriculum design.  

92. We also considered holding a second exam period in the middle of the year to increase 

use of external assessments. We think the idea is worth exploring further, but that 

implementation would require significant changes to school operating models. NZQA’s 

online examinations programme will provide an opportunity to explore these questions. 

93. We also looked at a requirement for a certain number of credits be derived from external 

assessments. For example, course endorsements could be made mandatory (i.e., 

students only receive credit for completed courses, not individual standards). At this 

stage we do not recommend such requirements. There are valid reasons why some 

students may wish to not enter external assessments (their pathway does not require it, 

their course is better assessed internally etc.) and the recommended approach 

preserves this flexibility while shifting incentives back towards externals. 

Proposal 5: Strengthen NCEA’s core requirements 

• Developing ways to make it clearer what learning is most important and then build 

this into the review of achievement standards. 

• Require every student to obtain a number of credits across at least 3 sub-fields (e.g., 

English, Design, Engineering) – mandating breadth in NCEA. 

• Exploring mandatory standards within NCEA. 

Commentary 

94. We recommend consulting on changes to NCEA’s core requirements that go beyond 

credit accumulation so that learning is focused on the knowledge, skills and capabilities 

that are most important. Specific learning reported as ‘missing’ from too many NCEAs, 

included: 

a. Foundational literacy and numeracy (addressed in Proposal 2), practical life skills, 

and knowledge for civic, social, and economic participation.  

b. Both holistic National Curriculum outcomes and the most important content within 

individual disciplines and fields of study, including increasing sophistication in 

disciplinary literacy and numeracy (addressed in Proposal 3). 

c. Certain subjects and fields of study (often a combination of English and Te Reo, 

mathematics and pāngarau, science and pūtaiao, and New Zealand history). 

95. NCEA’s lack of requirements reflect the National Curriculum. While it is common for 

schools to make English/Te Reo, mathematics/pāngarau and science/pūtaiao 

compulsory for Year 11, and then English/Te Reo for Year 12, having this as a purely 
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local decision is somewhat unusual.17 TEOs face more constraints, as their programmes 

must be aligned to a Vocational Pathway. 

96. While it is important to preserve NCEA’s valued flexibility, it should promote a flexible 

array of quality pathways. We therefore recommend consulting on: 

a. Supporting the proposal of the Curriculum, Progress and Achievement MAG, and 

developing curriculum progress maps (or another alternative approach) to identify 

the most important learning within the National Curriculum, and using this to 

provide a framework for the review of achievement standards.  

b. Exploring making some of these rebuilt standards mandatory. We might, for 

example, specify 20 to 30 credits at each level to capture the most powerful 

learning in the National Curriculum. We suggest that this should be progressed 

after the curriculum progress mapping and RoVE processes are complete, so that 

any proposal to make standards mandatory reflects the outcomes of that work.  

c. As an interim step, consulting on the concept of mandatory standards as part of 

NCEA Level 1, and on options to implement a requirement for a breadth of 

standards across each NCEA.  

97. The latter proposal, which is supported by the MAG and PAG, would reduce narrowing 

or fragmentation of the qualification, particularly in lower decile schools. For example, 

only 29.0% of students gain 15 or more credits in three sub-fields at Level 1 (in contrast 

to 76.2% of students in decile 10), and as few as 49.4% of students obtain 10 credits 

from more than 3 sub-fields at Level 3 (in contrast to 81.9% of students in decile 10).  

98. Given the size of these gaps, and the potential for changes to have unintended 

consequences, we recommend consulting on a range of options, and undertaking 

detailed modelling and impact analysis before agreeing a final set of requirements.18 We 

will also need to focus on how mandatory requirements could or should apply to NCEA 

delivery via secondary-tertiary programmes or in foundation tertiary education, and for 

students who have left school with low or no qualifications. 

99. The steps above will sharpen NCEA’s core requirements, but maintain NCEA’s 

assumption of openness. As noted above, this is first and foremost a curriculum policy 

issue, and we recommend a cautious approach over a number of years. If you wish to 

explore a more concrete proposal in consultation, we can prepare advice on the 

standards and content we would recommend be included in a core of requirements.  

Proposal 6: Parity of mātauranga Māori in NCEA 

Key proposals: 

• Integrate mātauranga Māori and te ao Māori explicitly into the outcome statements 

for NCEA, and into the design of assessment standards. 

• Ensure parity of support for Māori medium NCEAs, including dual medium 

standards delivered in Māori medium. 

  

                                                 
17 Finland mandates a common core of upper-secondary courses, and the UK curriculum mandates English, 
mathematics and science. The International Baccalaureate Diploma programme requires three ‘core elements’: 
Theory of Knowledge, the extended essay, and ‘Creativity, activity, service’, along with a breadth of subjects.  
18 This will also require further consideration of appropriate breadth requirements for tertiary settings, particularly 
given their different curriculum requirements. 
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Commentary 

100. NCEA should enable ākonga Māori to succeed as ākonga Māori and be free from 

racism, discrimination, and stigma in education. NCEA should also allow for students 

from a range of backgrounds and experiences to thrive and succeed.  

101. The Ministry therefore recommends consulting on outcome statements for all three 

Levels of NCEA explicitly valuing te ao Māori and mātauranga Māori.  

102. The Ministry also recommends consulting on rebuilding existing mātauranga Māori unit 

standards as achievement standards, and increasing the range of achievement 

standards linked to the TMoA. In addition, we recommend a concerted effort is made to 

ensure all assessment standards appropriately value this form of knowledge, opening 

up additional pathways for students to gain achievement standards and endorsements. 

103. We also recommend that, as part of the review of achievement standards, we build 

teacher capability to incorporate mātauranga Māori into teaching under NCEA, 

incorporate more Pacific knowledge (where appropriate), and provide guidance on 

contextualising task design for student backgrounds, identities, languages and culture. 

104. Māori medium has been historically under-resourced in curriculum and assessment. 

resulting in inequities that are difficult to rectify. This has meant that the default choice 

for many whānau with ākonga at senior secondary level has been English medium. We 

recommend an intensive focus on support for Māori medium to alleviate this.  

105. This means ensuring that supports and resources for Māori medium settings are 

effective and plentiful. It would also involve increasing resources in te reo Māori for 

teaching across National Curriculum. 

Proposal 7: Signal clearer pathways to further education and employment 

• Draft a graduate profile for NCEA Levels 2 and 3 that balances offering a broad and 

holistic education with opportunities to specialise for all young people. 

• Alongside RoVE reforms investigate developing a Vocational Entrance Award, to 

enable direct entry into higher-level vocational education and training.  

• Rebuild the Record of Achievement to emphasise clear, summary information. 

Commentary 

106. Clear purpose and outcome statements need to be included in the graduate profiles for 

each NCEA qualification. These should clearly communicate the expectations on local 

curriculum design, programme design, and delivery that would then be enabled and 

supported by the revised assessment standards, and tools we propose to develop.  

107. The Level 1 graduate profiles will be shaped by your preferred option under Proposal 1. 

108. We recommend consulting on Level 2, and its associated standards, being framed as 

providing the foundational knowledge, skills and capabilities needed for success in 

further study, life and work. In turn, Level 3 provides meaningful pathways for all students 

to pursue further study at a higher level, focusing on deepening conceptual and 

epistemic (knowledge-creation) learning, and increasingly sophisticated technical skills 

that would be useful for transitions to sustainable and rewarding work or further study at 

Level 4+ of the NZQF. 

109. Our education system also needs to better prepare all students for successful transitions 

into further study or work. This requires raising the status of vocational education and a 
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cultural shift away from UE as the primary target or measure of success for all students 

in senior secondary school. It also requires increasing the credibility and coherence of 

NCEA qualifications, which includes accredited industry standards, and ensuring that 

students are better prepared for direct entry into higher-level VET. 

110. We recommend consulting on the development of a Vocational Entrance (VE) Award. 

Having a VE Award with a common standard would create clearer pathways into higher-

level VET, and reposition vocational education as a valued pathway for students leaving 

secondary school and foundation tertiary education. 

111. Developing and introducing a VE Award would be a significant change, requiring 

collaboration between NZQA and the Ministry of Education, the new Industry Skills 

Bodies, schools, the tertiary education sector, and employers. Given the significant 

implications of current RoVE proposals on standard-setting and roles and functions in 

the VET system, we recommend that the development of a VE Award should proceed 

after final decisions on these related matters have been made. It would also complement 

our Budget 2019 bid to introduce a Prime Minister’s Vocational Excellence Award, a 

localised ‘Scholarship-like’ motivator for high-performing VET students. 

112. Navigation of this strengthened choice architecture would complement continued 

investment in student-facing resources like the StudyIt website and student-facing 

resources being delivered through the School Leavers’ Toolkit initiative [METIS 1174687 

Refers], and the work through the Careers System Strategy.  

113. We also recommend a light-touch redesign of the Record of Achievement to prioritise 

summary information (e.g., course endorsements, awards) and to deprioritise detailed 

information. This would also provide an opportunity for the Ministry to work with NZQA 

to consider the future of the credit inclusion in light of the RoVE proposals.19  

Other options we have considered 

114. Underpinning the advice above is an assumption that we wish to retain a single, 

comprehensive NCEA across the diversity of young people accessing NCEA. We could 

explore the development of alternative qualification strands as a way to recognise broad 

specialities within the qualifications (e.g., along the lines of the International 

Baccalaureate’s diploma and career-related programmes). We do not recommend this 

approach, however, as it is highly likely that some strands will be considered less 

valuable, and suffer disparity of esteem, with disadvantaged groups most impacted. 

115. The MAG and others have suggested that the Record of Achievement ought include a 

wider variety of student, school or provider-curated content, such as extracurricular 

activities, strengths and skills, or work experience. However, there are already a range 

of competing ‘digital CV’ products readily available to students, and we see advantages 

in maintaining a strictly quality-assured document. 

116. We have also considered requiring “pathway opportunities” at Levels 2 and 3 (i.e., Big 

Opportunity 3). We do not recommend this as there was little support through 

engagement for making this a mandatory component of the qualification, but there was 

strong interest in continuing to enable these types of learning opportunities beyond 

school. Fewer, larger standards and work to expand access to secondary-tertiary 

learning will provide more of these opportunities, without the risks compulsion brings.  

117. You asked in response to our pre-Christmas A3, whether UE should be removed from 

NCEA and assessed separately, such as via an entrance exam. Following extensive 

                                                 
19Credit inclusion is a list of other qualifications and awards which can provide credits towards NCEA. The credit 
inclusion list has not been updated since 2011, and that there is no standard process to approve new inclusions. 
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engagement and feedback from the sector as part of the 2016-17 UE Review, NZQA 

concluded that the current UE requirements were fit-for-purpose and should not be 

changed for the time being. Feedback related to UE we received during the NCEA 

review engagement phase last year is broadly consistent with this finding. 

Proposal 8: Make accessing NCEA easier 

Key proposals: 

• Ensure achievement standards are accessible by design, so disabilities and 

learning support needs do not unfairly impede achievement. 

• Identify existing Special Assessment Conditions (SAC) that can be reasonably 

extended to all students – such as additional time or large-text papers. 

• For other forms of SAC, simplify the application and evaluation process where 

possible to facilitate access. 

• End NCEA fees, including for Scholarship. 

Commentary 

118. There are two main approaches to addressing inclusive practice:  

a. Improving design of assessments so that SACs are not required but are 

available as part of everyday teaching and learning. 

b. In the shorter term, working towards making the existing SACs more equitable, 

less “special” and readily available for all where needed e.g., extra examination 

time, larger-print papers, Braille and New Zealand Sign Language. 

119. At present, traditional examination conditions are the default and students need to prove 

their need for SAC. We recommend trying to reverse this presumption where possible 

and extend some conditions as an option for all students. For example, scripts with larger 

text could be readily extended to all students who want them. We recommend exploring 

with experts and users which aspects of SAC could be expanded in this way, and the 

level of investment required to deliver these changes. We also support NZQA’s 

continuing work to simplify access to SAC.  

120. The review of achievement standards provides a key opportunity to modify assessment 

standards, teaching and learning guides, and exemplar programmes and assessment 

resources, to ensure they exemplify inclusive practice (including for languages, cultures, 

identities, disabilities, genders, and sexualities).  

121. Through the review of achievement standards we will ensure the standards exemplify 

inclusive practice built on Universal Design for Learning principles (including for 

languages, cultures, identities, disabilities, genders and sexualities) so that SAC are less 

frequently required. This supports all students to achieve and succeed.   

122. We also recommend an end to all NCEA fees, including for Scholarship examinations 

(which currently have very low rates of participation in low decile schools). Although 

results can be viewed online, students with unpaid fees do not receive a formal 

recognition of achievement. This may result in tertiary providers and employers failing 

to recognise a person’s full NCEA results, or a potential student choosing not to re-

engage in further education. Targeted assistance is currently available, but 

approximately 14,000 students, many of whom are Māori students, Pacific students, or 

students from low socioeconomic backgrounds still do not receive their certificates. 
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123. Removing all fees would cost approximately $10 million per year, but would ensure 

students receive their qualification and are able to access their next learning or 

employment pathway. It would also make it less administratively difficult for schools, 

whānau, and students than under the status quo. 

Other options we have considered 

124. Targeting fee relief would be less costly. However, we know that school decile does not 

fully correlate to the highest need or disadvantage and so targeted relief may not ensure 

that all students access their qualification. Using the Equity Index to target fee relief may 

be administratively difficult and targeting individual students would have privacy and 

logistical concerns, and could further stigmatise students. 

Considerations for implementation and change  

125. This paper includes a large number of proposals, which will need to be sequenced over 

time. A high level timeline is presented below for reference: 

a. 2019 – Consultation on NCEA change proposals, and high-level design of new 

qualifications, new principles of standard design, and new models and tools, 

including business cases for Budget 2020 bids. 

b. 2019 to 2020 – Detailed design for the review of achievement standards and/or 

work with standard setting bodies. Appointment and training of standards 

writing workforce and quality assurance processes. Design and delivery of 

changes that can be implemented in a straightforward way. 

c. 2021 to 2024 – Drafting of Level 1, 2, 3 standards. Trialing of standards, 

consultation and feedback. Drafting of Teaching and Learning Guides, and 

implementation of changes to qualification requirements in a phased manner. 

126. Throughout this process, sustained support and professional development will be 

needed to strengthen teacher and tertiary educator capability to use the new standards 

and associated resources, and to stop harmful practices. In particular: 

a. We see an opportunity to reframe implementation of NCEA to be more inclusive 

of tertiary and secondary-tertiary. This is where some of our most at risk 

students access NCEA. In our advice to you last year on foundation tertiary 

education [METIS 1124816 refers], we identified that some barriers exist for 

providing high quality foundation education to meet individual student 

needs.  As a first step, we recommend establishing an Expert Advisory Group 

to provide advice on options to support this workforce.  

b. Within schooling, we have an opportunity, with the reset of PLD priorities and 

the review of our approach to curriculum supports (including Te Kete Ipurangi 

– the Ministry’s online curriculum portal – Tapasā, and the successor 

programme for Te Kotahitanga), to produce a coherent system of support that 

helps teachers do what we are asking of them, and provides swift and easy 

access to the information they need.  

c. We also support exploring the development of new curriculum capability 

frameworks as a mechanism for articulating an exemplifying growth in kaiako, 

teachers’ and leaders’ core curriculum capabilities [METIS 1174975 refers]. 

Over time we would also like to explore ways that capability building activites 

can be shared across schools, wharekura and foundation tertiary settings. 
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127. While activity already underway will go a long way to supporting the sector through any 

changes, the proposals in this paper are significant. We recommend that potentially 

transformative changes (like rebuilding the assessment standards) be contingent on the 

availability of a support package (funded either from new investment or reprioritisation). 

This aligns with the MAG and PAG’s advice, and addresses an important 

implementation risk – that disruptive change affects those already disadvantaged within 

our system. We will therefore, alongside consultation, develop detailed costings of the 

implications for the sector of the proposals included in the consultation package, for 

presentation to Cabinet in November, ahead of investment decisions in Budget 2020.  

128. The Ministry will also require departmental capability to service the NCEA Review, and 

to undertake the already-scheduled review of achievement standards. To date, these 

pressures have been funded out of Ministry baselines. Through the Budget 2019 

initiative Transitioning to a Modern Education System, the Ministry has sought funding 

to cover the remaining phases of the NCEA Review, and the review of achievement 

standards. Depending on decisions made in Budget 2019, further reprioritisations may 

be required to maintain momentum and deliver on sector expectations coming out of the 

Review. 

129. This investment would be the first step a shift towards NCEA being managed as a 

system that evolves over time in response to important societal, cultural and social 

changes – as per our recommendation for the National Curriculum [METIS 1174975 

refers]. We have begun work to design this process, bundling together the five-yearly 

review process, assessment standard reviews, and ongoing Review and Maintenance 

Process (RAMP). 

Next steps 

130. As noted in METIS 1175556, our current key milestones and deliverables for 2019 are: 

a. Cabinet agreement to high level proposals for change and to consult with the 

education sector (late April or early  May 2019). 

b. Formal public consultation on change proposals, supported by consultation 

document (June – October 2019), and high level consideration of 

implementation impacts.  

c. Consider consultation feedback, agree final change proposals, and confirm 

these with Cabinet (October 2019 – November 2019), including consideration 

of developments and decisions in wider Education Work Programme. 

131. During 2019, the Ministry will also undertake detailed design work, and begin to build 

the expert and technical writing capacity in the sector necessary to develop the revised 

assessment standards, tools and resources. 

132. Between now and April 2019, we will draft and consult on a Cabinet paper outlining the 

proposals for change you wish to consult on, and a draft consultation document for you 

to take to Social Wellbeing Committee in early May 2019. 

133. We will also prepare any further advice you require, manage any requests you have for 

further advice from your MAG and PAG (including on the Ministry’s proposals), and 

undertake any testing with selected stakeholders you would like completed prior to 

Cabinet consideration of the consultation document. 
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