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Foreword

This should have been an easy book to write because I had such a wealth of material 
to work with. But it took almost two years to write because I needed to work through 
a lot of details while my working life as a university Head of School was distracting. 
Whenever I came back to the book, I seemed to be revisiting and correcting the 
material rather than adding to it. Now where did I get to again?

New Zealand’s National Standards were introduced in 2008 by the National 
Coalition government led by John Key, and I inserted myself enthusiastically into 
debates from the outset. But by the time I started this book in 2015, the National-
led Government was into its third three-year term and was as popular as ever despite 
undermining public services.1 It was hard not to be discouraged at times. As 
described by Liz Gordon, herself an unceasing campaigner for public education, the 
politics of education in New Zealand had become an ‘inexorable grind’. 
Redundancies in my university faculty rounded out the gloomy picture. In the end it 
was only the realisation that the writing itself would be a way through that spurred 
me into completing the book.

Some parts of this book draw on the three Research, Analysis and Insight into 
National Standards (RAINS) research reports.2 There is also material previously 
published in Assessment Matters,3 the Australian Journal of Language and Literacy,4 
and the New Zealand Journal of Educational Studies.5 The overview of New Zealand 
education in Chap. 1 draws on material previously published in The Palgrave 
International Handbook of Education for Citizenship and Social Justice6 and by the 
Centro de Estudios de Políticas y Prácticas en Educación, Pontificia Universidad 
Católica de Chile.7 Chapter 2 uses material originally included in a chapter with 
David Hursh in Education, Globalization, and Social Change.8 Chapter 8 draws on 
an article in Policy Futures in Education.9

The RAINS research programme was funded by NZEI Te Riu Roa, New 
Zealand’s largest education union and a powerful advocate for quality public educa-
tion. RAINS was also supported by supplementary funding from the Wilf Malcolm 
Institute of Educational Research at the University of Waikato. I thank New 
Zealand’s Quality Public Education Coalition, the New Zealand Association for 
Research in Education, the Graham Nuthall Classroom Research Trust, the New 
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Zealand Principals’ Federation and Save our Schools NZ for New Zealand opportu-
nities to disseminate the research. The RAINS research has also been presented in 
seminars at the Universities of Arizona, Rochester, Manchester, Bath, and Sydney, 
Queensland University of Technology (QUT), Queen’s University Belfast and 
King’s College London.

There are many people I want to acknowledge and thank. Anne Easter and 
Michelle White worked on the RAINS project in 2011 and 2013 respectively, espe-
cially undertaking interviews with parents and children. Michelle White also did 
much of the analysis of these and parts of Chap. 7 draw on her work. I thank all the 
teachers, principals, board members, support staff, children, parents and Education 
Review Office reviewers and managers who cannot be named but participated in 
various ways in the RAINS project. We could not have done the research without 
you. The RAINS advisory groups comprised Sue Dymock, Deborah Fraser, 
Ngarewa Hawera, Mary Hill, Margie Hohepa, Terry Locke, Clive McGee, Logan 
Moss, Cathy Wylie, Stephen Ball, David Berliner, David Hursh, Meg Maguire, 
Diane Reay and Bob Lingard. I thank David Hursh, Meg and Bob for their responses 
here also. Bronwen Cowie, Director of the Wilf Malcolm Institute of Educational 
Research, was tirelessly supportive. NZEI staff, National Executive and teacher, 
principal and support staff members – too many to mention – were wonderful advo-
cates for the research also.  Others who contributed in particular ways  include 
Noeline Alcorn, Wayne Asplin, Sussi Bell, Tamara Bibby, Roseanna Bourke, Debbie 
Bright, Cathy Bunting, Alejandro Carrasco, Barbara Comber, Bill Courtney, Terry 
Crooks, Nikki Crutchley, Cathy Dewes, Margaret Drummond, Warwick Elley, Kylee 
Edwards, Helen Findlay, Lester Flockton, Alison Gilmore, Denyse Graham, Sandra 
Grey, Ann Harlow, John Hattie, Carolyn Jones, Alister Jones, Masaaki Katsuno, 
Dianne Khan, Tracey Lowndes, Ruth Lupton, Hugh Lauder, Judith Loveridge, Roger 
Moltzen, Peter O’Connor, John O’Neill, Pat Poland,  Piia Seppänen and Maretta 
Taylor. Many thanks are due to Annemarie Keur of Springer and the series editors, 
Michael Peters and Sharon Rider. My partner Marika Karshagen, herself a primary 
school teacher, has been a constant source of encouragement and inspiration.

Hamilton, New Zealand	 Martin Thrupp
April 2017

�Notes

	1.	 In December 2016, John Key resigned and leadership of this Government was 
passed on to Bill English who had been the deputy prime minister. 

	2.	 Thrupp, M., and A. Easter. 2012. Research, analysis and insight into National 
Standards (RAINS) project: First report: Researching schools’ enactments of 
New Zealand’s National Standards Policy. Wellington, New Zealand: 
NZEI. Thrupp, M. 2013. Research, analysis and insight into National Standards 
(RAINS) project: Second report: Understanding New Zealand’s very local 
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Chapter 1
Introduction

Abstract  Around the world it has become widely recognised that high-stakes 
assessment brings numerous problems to schools and the populations they serve. 
Against this background, this book offers a cautionary tale about the ‘Kiwi 
Standards’ system for assessing student achievement that has been mandatory in 
New Zealand primary (elementary) schools since 2010. It warns of the absolute 
importance of how any assessment policy gets introduced and carried out. 
Underestimating the impact of local differences between schools has been a major 
problem with the Kiwi Standards. They also illustrate just how difficult it is to avoid 
the performativity culture in schools associated with high-stakes assessment. The 
rest of this introductory chapter outlines the chapters in the book and provides some 
background for international readers about New Zealand and its education system.

Around the world it has become widely recognised that high-stakes assessment 
brings numerous problems to schools and the populations they serve. National and 
international assessment systems become high-stakes wherever ‘inadequate’ levels 
of student achievement have far-reaching consequences for individuals, institutions 
or indeed nations. The term ‘high-stakes’ is most often used when referring to 
national testing. Research from England, the USA, Australia and other countries 
shows a wide range of negative impacts of national tests on teaching and curricula. 
These include ‘teaching to the test’ and the fabrication of results, narrowing of the 
school curriculum, an increasingly instrumental view of teaching, the valuing of 
some students over others, and damaging effects on students’ conceptions of them-
selves as learners.1

It is not only tests that bring these various problems in education. Alongside 
national testing, some countries have developed national standards for various 
aspects of education, including the assessment of student achievement. As a general 
concern, the claim of ‘standards’ has become central to the rhetorical claims of 
many politicians, policymakers and other commentators in relation to education 
policy and practice. Such claims often imply a level that a population might reach 
but failing to achieve: ‘our standards are slipping’. Improving a nation’s standards 
of education will always be a popular goal, for who could disagree? But chiming 
with this broad standards rhetoric have been specific national standards approaches 
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that seek to allow judgements about student achievement through the development 
of particular assessment systems. These may create performance cultures that have 
damaging effects in a similar way to national testing. The USA’s Common Core 
State Standards (CCSS) have become the best-known example. To Kevin Weiner, 
director of the National Education Policy Center, these are a “foundational element 
to further entrenchment of a system that also includes new assessments, augmented 
accountability regimes, and marketplaces of new materials, testing supports, and 
professional development”.2

Another way to state the problem is that all forms of high-stakes assessment tend 
to bring performativity to the fore.3 When performative pressure is placed on teach-
ers and students, assessment tends to become less genuine and less educational. 
This is true whether what is being discussed is entry testing for admission into 
schools and universities, professional standards for teachers, curriculum standards 
for student achievement or even the way that countries respond to international test-
ing programmes.

Realising this, researchers have called for alternatives such as sampling a popu-
lation rather than census testing all students within it, or so-called ‘intelligent 
accountability’ that involves more trusting and contextually-relevant forms of 
assessment.4 But these ideas get little traction with reforming neo-liberal govern-
ments that are more animated by educational outcomes than authentic processes. 
They want to use tests and set standards as a means of making claims about the 
performance of teachers and schools and for demonstrating improvements in the 
achievement of all students. This is just part of a wider data-driven approach to 
monitoring public services that has become common across OECD member coun-
tries in particular.

Against this international background, this book offers a cautionary tale about a 
system for assessing student achievement that has been mandatory in New Zealand 
primary (elementary) schools since 2010.5 This system is confusingly named 
‘National Standards’ as if national standards are the same the world over, but actu-
ally this New Zealand assessment system is very particular and idiosyncratic. So 
here I refer to it as ‘Kiwi Standards’ to distinguish these national standards from 
other national standards systems. (The Kiwi is a flightless bird found in New 
Zealand and ‘Kiwi’ has become a frequently-used colloquialism for matters to do 
with New Zealand and New Zealanders). It is only in quoted material that I use the 
nomenclature used in New Zealand—‘National Standards’ or just ‘the Standards’. 
Responding to the indigenous culture of Aotearoa (New Zealand), there is also a 
Māori version called Ngā Whanaketanga Rumaki Māori, which I often just refer to 
here as ‘Whanaketanga’.6

One part of the cautionary tale from the Kiwi Standards for readers around the 
globe is the absolute importance of how any assessment policy gets introduced and 
carried out. The Kiwi Standards were introduced though a rushed political process 
and without sufficient consultation, information or safeguards. The policy received 
strong push-back from teachers and school leaders. The National Coalition 
Government led by John Key that brought in the Kiwi Standards in 2008 got its way 
but had to take some heavy-handed and cynical actions in order to proceed. It was 
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hardly the finest moment in an education system with a long history of practitioners 
and government working together constructively. The Kiwi Standards policy has 
also been extended in ways that weren’t clear at the outset. This seems an attempt to 
address lack of consistency between schools in their response to the Kiwi Standards 
and it may reinforce accountabilities that had been intended all along.

The lack of consistency came about because the Kiwi Standards policy badly 
underestimated the impact of local differences between schools. This is another part 
of the cautionary tale provided by the Kiwi Standards for educators everywhere. 
Politicians and policymakers have tended to see the Kiwi Standards as merely a 
problem in policy ‘implementation’.7 They thought that those in schools would put 
the intended policy into practice in similar ways. In fact, a policy like the Kiwi 
Standards is translated and reinterpreted by individuals and groups in schools in 
different ways and to varying extents amidst the messy complexities and uncertain-
ties of diverse settings and against the background of other education policies and 
wider social and political contexts. This is what Stephen Ball and colleagues refer 
to as ‘policy enactment’.8 In the case of the Kiwi Standards it means that every New 
Zealand school has likely approached them in different ways. This is well illustrated 
by the Research, Analysis and Insight into National Standards (RAINS) research 
featured in this book.

A third part of the cautionary tale provided by the Kiwi Standards for interna-
tional readers is just how difficult it is to avoid the performativity culture, and how 
a nation’s education system can become tied up in knots in the attempt to do so. 
Indeed, the Kiwi Standards have been a fascinating attempt by a small nation to 
have its cake and eat it too. It was an approach intended to monitor achievement and 
set targets for every school and for the system as a whole in a similar way to other 
countries, but which would avoid the problems of testing and standards already 
mentioned through being less prescriptive. Most standards approaches start by cre-
ating tests to assess against to decide whether students reach the standard. This is 
the approach taken, for instance, by the CCSS in the USA. In contrast, the Kiwi 
Standards involve a more holistic assessment, an ‘Overall Teacher Judgement’ 
(OTJ) of student achievement against broad curriculum levels within a previously 
existing curriculum. Mary Chamberlain, then a senior official in the New Zealand 
Ministry of Education, provided a sense of the aspiration to avoid the performative 
effects of national assessment found in other education systems:

New Zealand has taken a different approach to the rest of the world. We have used our 
national curriculum to determine the standard of achievement that needs to be reached at 
the end of each year. Other countries’ approach to standards has been to set them in relation 
to how students have actually performed on national tests. This approach could lead to nar-
rowing the curriculum, and mediocre outcomes. Our approach has been bolder, to look to 
the future, and to determine what our students need to know in order for them to succeed. 
It’s not just about where we are today—but where we can be in the future.9

Unfortunately the research discussed in this book suggests the impact of the 
Kiwi Standards is turning out to be just a variant on the international theme, with 
some of the same problems and some different ones. While the Kiwi Standards may 
be having some favourable impacts in areas that include teacher understanding of 
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curriculum levels, motivation of some teachers and children and some improved 
targeting of interventions, such gains are overshadowed by damage being done 
through the intensification of staff workloads, curriculum narrowing and the rein-
forcement of a two-tier curriculum, the positioning and labelling of children, and 
unproductive new tensions amongst school staff. These problems have come about 
despite a system that still cannot deliver a national picture of achievement because 
the Kiwi Standards have not been nationally moderated.

A further concern is that debate around such assessment policies distracts from 
more serious problems facing education systems and indeed the wider societies they 
are part of. In this sense, my account connects with a book by Ted Fiske and Helen 
Ladd that drew another ‘cautionary tale’ from New Zealand education in the 1990s, 
entitled When Schools Compete.10 The educationally polarised situation they 
described has continued to deteriorate over the past two decades.11 There is no sign 
that introducing the Kiwi Standards will do anything to combat the education prob-
lems that stem from school polarisation and the wider social inequalities it reflects. 
The threat of privatisation also hangs over the New Zealand education system, con-
necting to other national developments and international concerns.12 The Kiwi 
Standards are playing some part in privatisation but may also be helping to keep 
teachers (and parents) too busy to notice that it is happening.

The book as a whole offers an unusually worked-through account of a policy 
from political origins through design to enactment in schools. It provides a great 
example to be used by policymakers and students concerned with social policies of 
any kind, not just in education.

The initial chapters of this book set the scene. This introductory chapter provides 
some essentials for international readers about New Zealand and its education sys-
tem, especially schools. There is a chapter on global assessment pressures and the 
local response in New Zealand (Chap. 2) while Chap. 3 provides a description of the 
Kiwi Standards and Whanaketanga and introduces the available research about 
them, including the RAINS research. All of these chapters provide necessary back-
ground to make sense of the rest of the book. For instance, the Kiwi Standards partly 
drew on the pre-existing culture of formative assessment practices, but at the same 
time it was the commitment of teachers to the same culture of formative assessment 
that often led them to question the Kiwi Standards.

I then turn to the introduction of the Kiwi Standards and their contestation by 
teachers and their organisations (Chap. 4). Various conditions lined up to create 
something of a perfect storm for making the Kiwi Standards the most debated 
development in New Zealand education for decades. These included the Government 
‘hanging its hat’ on this particular reform, the many problems of the policy itself, 
and united leadership within teacher unions and professional associations that rep-
resented a very high proportion of primary teachers and school leaders.

Chapter 5 moves to how the schools in the RAINS project illustrate different 
enactments of the Kiwi Standards policy in a way that suggests every school would 
have a different interpretation. Importantly, this reflects the contexts and trajectories 
of schools; it is not just a matter of individual teachers getting better at making 
judgements against the Kiwi Standards. Chapter 6 returns to later phases in the 
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‘rolling out’ of the policy with the release and continuing development of Public 
Achievement Information and the development and release of an online moderation 
tool for teachers: the Progress and Consistency Tool (PaCT).

Chapter 7 looks at the impact of the Kiwi Standards in schools as raised by the 
RAINS research. It looks at why the schools started to come around to engaging 
with the Kiwi Standards and at the pros and cons of the Kiwi Standards as reflected 
in the experiences of RAINS schools and their teachers, senior staff and Board 
members. The perspectives of parents, children and Education Review Office (ERO) 
reviewers are also explored in this chapter.

Finally, the book offers a range of conclusions and reflections. Chapter 8 consid-
ers the politics of research around the Kiwi Standards, both the place of educational 
research in the Kiwi Standards debate in general, and the author’s experiences in 
particular. Chapter 9 provides a recent view of the Kiwi Standards and looks to the 
future. Today there is some support for the Kiwi Standards but also widespread 
recognition in schools and policy circles that there is nothing national or standard 
about the Kiwi Standards approach. For the Government, hope for more dependable 
data has become invested in PaCT, while hope for addressing educational inequali-
ties is now increasingly given over to a ‘social investment’ approach. Improved (i.e., 
PaCT-informed) Kiwi Standards would seem to have a role to play in social invest-
ment as an outcome measure. The Kiwi Standards have also become a site of for-
profit activity in education.

I conclude by suggesting that debates over Kiwi Standards and PaCT have 
become sidelined by other developments that have become clearer in the Key 
Government’s third term. These include wider privatisation, reduced government 
funding of public services and more obvious social inequalities. Taking this broader 
perspective on New Zealand society and politics, by 2016 the Kiwi Standards seem 
more like a distraction from a wider malaise.

In Chap. 10, Bob Lingard, Meg Maguire and David Hursh bring comparisons 
with their home settings of Australia, England and the US, respectively. Apart from 
their academic expertise, they have all been visiting academics in New Zealand over 
the last few years and are well positioned to comment.

�About New Zealand and its Education System

The rest of this chapter provides some context around the social, political, economic 
and educational context into which Kiwi Standards were introduced. As well as 
being broadly descriptive of New Zealand, I focus especially on social inequalities 
and the privatisation of education. As indicated above, these seem to be the most 
pressing issues that lie behind the Kiwi Standards and which they have also ended 
up distracting from.

New Zealand is a country in the South Pacific, about the same geographic size as 
the United Kingdom but with fewer than five million people. This results in small 
cities and towns, apart from Auckland, which is the main urban settlement and 
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international gateway where about a third of the population live. Around 65% of 
New Zealand’s population is of European descent, but this Pākehā population is 
ageing, and there are increasing proportions of the indigenous Māori people, as well 
as people originating from Asian countries and from Pacific island nations such as 
Western Samoa, Tonga and Niue.

To understand why there are Ngā Whanaketanga Rumaki Māori it is necessary to 
understand something of the importance of Māori culture and politics in Aotearoa 
(New Zealand). Māori are thought to have arrived from Polynesia about 1300 AD, 
living closely with the natural landscape and developing a rich and complex lan-
guage and culture. However the subsequent, mainly British, colonisation had devas-
tating effects. At the time of James Cook’s circumnavigation of the country in 1769, 
Māori numbered around 110,000, but disease, war, land confiscation, loss of 
resources and discrimination saw the Māori population plunge to just over 40,000 
by 1896.13 Although the population then recovered somewhat (today those who 
identify as Māori comprise about 600,000 or 15% of the New Zealand population), 
colonisation has had far-reaching implications. Māori have been significantly over-
represented in poor social, economic and educational indicators since the nineteenth 
century despite numerous reports and social interventions. Indeed, on most mea-
sures, the gap between Pākehā and Māori has widened over the last decade. A recent 
study of 21 indicators, including measures of health, standard of living, knowledge 
and skills, employment, cultural identity and social connectedness found that:

The majority of the indicators…suggest worsening outcomes for Māori and Pacific people 
in the form of increasing gaps in indicators when compared to the European population. 
Moreover, some of the indicators that produce improving outcomes still retain large gaps 
between the European population and Māori or Pacific people.14

Given this situation, Māori self-determination (tino rangatiratanga) has become 
very important in New Zealand, and central to this are Māori rights and aspirations 
under the Treaty of Waitangi. The Treaty of Waitangi was signed between the (then) 
British Crown and Māori in 1840, and although its exact interpretation remains con-
tested, clearly guaranteed Māori important rights of citizenship and self-determination. 
After many decades of struggle by Māori to have the Treaty of Waitangi honoured, 
the last few decades have seen significant redress. In 1975 the Waitangi Tribunal was 
set up to hear historic grievances, and since that time there have been numerous set-
tlements between the New Zealand Government and various iwi (Māori tribes), 
while other cases are continuing. Settlements generally involved an apology from the 
Crown, the return of crown-owned land where feasible as well as a financial settle-
ment.15 An example is that when the Crown reached a NZ$170 million settlement in 
1995 for the land confiscated from the Waikato-Tainui iwi, it expressed “profound 
regret and apologise[d] unreservedly for the loss of lives because of the hostilities 
arising from its invasion and at the devastation of property and social life which 
resulted”.16 Despite problems with some of its investments, by 2014 Waikato-Tainui 
had assets worth NZ$1.1 billion. To keep such positive outcomes of the Treaty settle-
ments in perspective, land that had been confiscated from Tainui was worth approxi-
mately NZ$12 billion at the time of the settlement in 1995.17
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Despite the Treaty settlements, many Māori are in low socio-economic positions 
disproportionately burdened by recent neo-liberal policies, as discussed shortly. 
Racism also continues to be an issue, and although New Zealand society is slowly 
moving away from the European dominance of previous decades, the revitalisation 
of Māori and Pacific languages is a gradual and tenuous process. For instance, a 
recent analysis suggested that national news coverage still “…repeats and reinforces 
negative themes about Māori that date from the earliest days of colonisation”.18 This 
also raises a key ‘vernacular’ feature of the New Zealand context which is how 
Māori academics, politicians and commentators often recast teachers’ recognition 
of the impact of poverty and socio-economic constraints on Māori students as ‘defi-
cit theorising’.19 It is likely that some Māori regard the Kiwi Standards as a means 
to ensure the predominately Pākehā teaching workforce does not hold low expecta-
tions of Māori students, rather than seeing it as a policy that may require teachers to 
disproportionately label Māori students as failing. To what extent this outlook has 
reduced Māori opposition to the Kiwi Standards over and above the effects of the 
general saturation of New Zealand society by neo-liberal values is unknown.

There are also social justice issues facing people from small Pacific island nations 
as non-indigenous minorities in New Zealand. From the late 1950s people from 
Pacific nations moved to New Zealand as economic migrants on work permits, find-
ing plentiful work, mainly in factories. But in the 1970s with New Zealand unem-
ployment rising, such workers were often no longer welcome, and there were 
infamous ‘dawn raids’ to round up ‘overstayers’. Greater legal rights for Pacific 
families to be New Zealand citizens were subsequently secured, but the socio-
economic position of New Zealanders with Pacific backgrounds is often precari-
ous.20 There have also been racist policies and incidents mainly involving Chinese 
and Indian citizens. In the past these ethnic groups were small and marginalised, but 
today the proportion of the New Zealand population from Asian backgrounds is 
over 12% and growing.

There were significant social class inequalities within the European settler soci-
ety, although these were not as obvious as in many other countries. A self-conscious 
egalitarianism developed in New Zealand in reaction to the nineteenth century 
Britain most of the early colonists left behind. As Stevan Eldred-Grigg put it, “…the 
[19th century] boast of New Zealanders, and the boast of Americans, Australians, 
and Argentinians was that people were more free to rise in the new world than in the 
old”.21 Even by the 1990s Hugh Lauder and David Hughes noted that “New Zealand 
has often been seen as a classless society in contrast to Britain which has been 
regarded as the epitome of a class society”.22 While New Zealand’s supposed egali-
tarianism was partly a myth, New Zealand life did have features that allowed class 
differences to be relatively muted. These included low population pressure, small 
settlements and few areas of urban deprivation. There was little ‘old money’ and the 
labour market also acted to blur class distinctions. For instance, farmers were a 
major occupational group that varied widely in their resources and class back-
grounds. The postwar period was a time of widespread prosperity based on 
agricultural exports and even by the 1980s New Zealand was still one of the most 
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equal countries outside of the Nordic nations as shown by OECD Gini co-efficient 
data.23

It was also in the 1980s that neo-liberal ideas started to dominate New Zealand 
politics and policymaking. Deregulation of the public sector towards privatisation 
moved very fast under the Fourth Labour Government of 1984–1990 and has con-
tinued in various guises and with varying emphases under subsequent govern-
ments.24 Most recently, the National-led Government that has been in power since 
2008 has re-emphasised a business approach to government policy in numerous 
ways. At the same time, the programme of neo-liberal reform that started in New 
Zealand in the 1980s resulted in social inequality growing at the fastest rate of all 
OECD countries from the late 1980s to early 1990s. As in other countries, social 
benefits were cut sharply and managerial developments in the labour market led to 
greater income disparities and more work insecurity. New Zealand fell in the Gini 
co-efficient rankings from being one of the most equal OECD countries in the early 
1980s to being around 23rd out of 34 by 2013.25 There was a small improvement 
(decline in the Gini co-efficient) during the Labour-led governments of 1999–2008 
because of tax credits for low income workers. Subsequently “[y]ear-on-year 
income inequality figures have been volatile…with the GFC shock impacting on 
investment returns, employment and wages [and]… no conclusive evidence of any 
sustained rise or fall in income inequality using the Gini measure since the mid 
1990s”.26

While statistical analyses of whether New Zealand has been becoming more 
unequal or not in recent years may have been inconclusive, there has certainly been 
a sharp increase in wealth for about 10% of the population.27 In part this is due to 
the way executive and managerial salaries have become detached from other 
incomes and an upper tax bracket of only 33% above NZ$70,000, reduced from 
38% in 2010. Increases in wealth will also be due to a run-away housing market, as 
New Zealand doesn’t have any capital gains tax on property. By 2016 the average 
house price in Auckland was NZ$1 million and the effects were spreading out 
quickly into the surrounding provinces.28 Rapidly rising house prices are therefore 
leading to huge increases in personal wealth for those who own houses in the rele-
vant areas, but meanwhile the poor struggle to get into accommodation and to afford 
much else once accommodation has been paid for.

There has been much concern about such inequality, especially the most obvious 
manifestations such as families sleeping in cars or children going to school without 
breakfast or lunch. But after more than three decades of neo-liberal politics, there is 
also much public acceptance of it, with wealth and poverty often being seen to 
reflect the strengths or failings of individuals and an often punitive view of the poor. 
This view reflects government policy too. Darren Hodgetts and colleagues describe 
the ‘conditionality’ of welfare reform in New Zealand where financial support is 
becoming harder for the poor to access because it requires increasing compliance 
with obligations such as ‘work readiness’.29 But such policies create considerable 
distress at the local level; for instance, people who are required to attend a budgeting 
course before accessing welfare funds may face a two to three week wait before 
getting into a course.30 The market orientation of policy also allows the predatory 
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activities of instant finance companies and mobile shops that sell overpriced goods 
in poorer communities.

Such social problems stemming from inequality have also impacted on New 
Zealand’s education system. During the century after the Education Act was passed 
in 1877, New Zealand developed a strong public education system. Since the 1990s 
a more privatised approach has been developing, although this is still embryonic 
compared to many other countries. Only about 4% of children and young people 
attend private schools (sometimes referred to as ‘independent’ schools), another 
11% attend state-integrated schools (some of these could be regarded as semi-
private, discussed below). Nevertheless, the public system has been able to success-
fully incorporate ethnic and pedagogical differences and it also caters for families 
across the socio-economic spectrum, rich and poor. Teachers and general staff, such 
as teacher aides, throughout the country are paid on national scales and the same is 
true of principals’ base salaries (which are mainly related to the size of their 
schools). The buildings and environment of schools, whether in richer or poorer 
areas, are typically well maintained, again according to national arrangements and 
priorities. There has been some compensatory funding to schools in poorer areas 
depending on the level of poverty; this funding has been allocated by socio-economic 
‘deciles’ based on national census data.31

There is both a national curriculum, the New Zealand Curriculum (NZC) and an 
indigenous national curriculum used in Māori-medium settings, Te Marautanga o 
Aotearoa.32 These are both broad and progressive frameworks that involved a lot of 
consultation with teachers. Over the last 50 years there has also been the develop-
ment of a strong culture of child-centred teaching. New Zealand teachers are profes-
sionalised into this culture through initial and continuing teacher education and by 
their colleagues.33 Primary teachers are represented by a single union, the New 
Zealand Educational Institute (NZEI), which represents more than 50,000 primary 
and early childhood education (ECE) teachers, support staff, special education and 
school advisory staff. There is also only one main organisation for primary princi-
pals, the New Zealand Principals’ Federation (NZPF), representing over 2300 prin-
cipals in a country with only about 2500 schools. These organisations are closely 
interconnected as the NZEI has a Principals’ Council and around 95% of primary 
principals are also NZEI members. Secondary teachers and principals are also well 
organised but not quite so connected.34 As discussed in the next chapter, assessment 
approaches have often been quite progressive as well. There are various forms of 
national and local governance. There has been a tradition of school inspection but 
since the 1990s the Education Review Office (ERO) has undertaken reviews with a 
managerialist emphasis (see also Chap. 7).

The National-led Government elected in 2008 has often argued that while the 
system works well for many children, about one in five children are not succeed-
ing. (The origins of this argument are discussed in Chap. 2). However, the 
Government is coy about how this problem of unequal achievement and life 
chances is linked to New Zealand’s neo-liberal policies and socio-economic 
inequalities, including the increasingly segregated nature of New Zealand’s 
schools. It seems likely that New Zealand is only able to have a mainly public 
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education system because state (public) education in New Zealand allows for mid-
dle class advantage. The schools are heavily influenced by the socio-economic 
makeup of the families they draw on. So there is school segregation that reflects 
residential segregation, poorer and richer state schools and the achievement results 
of the schools strongly reflect this inequality. The richer schools offering the most 
positional advantage are popular and oversubscribed and these schools are then 
allowed to have enrolment zones.

The impact of this zoning is that it is mostly the children of families who can 
afford to live in zone who attend these schools (‘selection by mortgage’). Being in 
the zone of a popular school (rather than, say, just across the road) can add consider-
ably to the price of a house. Such schools are often willing and able to collect more 
funding from their wealthier intakes and communities, including larger ‘donations’ 
(which are more or less expected to be paid in many New Zealand schools). Popular 
middle class schools also often earn more from enrolling international students than 
schools serving lower socio-economic areas. In the 1990s New Zealand experi-
mented with increasing school choice and competition through first requiring all 
schools to greatly increase the number of students they would take and then remov-
ing home zones for all except the most oversubscribed schools. But as Ted Fiske and 
Helen Ladd warned in their book mentioned earlier,35 this only accelerated the 
social segregation between schools. Legislation introduced in 2000 involved the 
return to zoning and was supposed to represent a turning back from the market. But 
New Zealand schools requiring enrolment zones are able to mostly draw them up 
themselves and target middle class families in the way they do this.36

There are quite a few kinds of regular state or public schools (boys, girls, pri-
mary, intermediate, secondary, years 1–13 composite schools etc.) but especially 
worth mentioning are the Māori-medium kura schools and there are about 70 of 
them, both Kura Kaupapa Māori and Kura ā Iwi. Kura were a grassroots indigenous 
initiative that the state system incorporated (and there is quite a story to tell about 
this process), but again kura have not entirely escaped the socio-economic dispari-
ties of other kinds of schools, as there are wealthier and poorer kura as well. It 
seems that middle class Māori and Pacific parents tend to seek out middle class 
schools for their children in a similar way to middle class Pākehā and Asian par-
ents.37 More generally though it is Pākehā and Asian families that are typically 
middle class, and it is these groups that tend to dominate New Zealand’s middle 
class schools while the lower socio-economic schools tend to be dominated by 
Māori and/or Pacific students.

As well as the regular state schools, around 11% of New Zealand children attend 
what are called state-integrated (or just ‘integrated’) schools. These are mainly 
Catholic schools that, following legislation passed in 1975, were able to become 
state schools, while retaining their special religious or other character. The policy 
was initially intended to help the Catholic school system as this had run into serious 
financial problems. Under the integration agreement, the Government pays teach-
ers’ salaries and principals’ salaries on the same national scales as for regular state 
schools. The Government does not own school land or buildings (thus maintaining 
separation of church and state) so ‘proprietors’ of the integrated schools are able to 
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charge ‘attendance dues’ to cover costs and any debts in this area. They are not 
allowed to charge other compulsory fees but usually request a ‘donation’ with a 
strong expectation that parents will pay it. Today the integrated schools are still 
mostly Catholic schools, but they also include other kinds of denominational and 
non-denominational Christian schools, other religions, Montessori and Waldorf 
(Steiner).

The integration policy has, in many respects, been very successful for incorpo-
rating different groups into public school provision in New Zealand. But again there 
are socio-economic differences amongst the state integrated schools and many pro-
mote middle class advantage. Middle class integrated schools are often popular with 
the middle classes because being able to use their special character to choose stu-
dents, along with attendance dues and donations, allows these schools to be some-
what selective, even compared to middle class regular state schools. Additionally, a 
small number of historically socially elite private schools that charge much higher 
‘donations’ than most schools have become integrated and kept their high fees. 
What is happening with such cases may be seen as a kind of privatisation, the gov-
ernment sponsoring private schools.

Over recent decades, the New Zealand’s education system has also been affected 
by endogenous privatisation involving ‘the importing of ideas, techniques and prac-
tices from the private sector in order to make the public sector more like business 
and more business-like’.38 Early childhood centres, schools, universities and other 
tertiary institutions and the education agencies of central government have all 
become dominated by managerialism and its various accountability demands. The 
emphasis is on outputs, target-setting, information systems, big data, devolution, 
contestability, contractualism, user-pays, marketing, corporate strategy, vision and 
the like.

The support of the National Coalition Government led by John Key for such 
policy directions was predictable for at least three reasons.39 First, there was 
National’s previous record in education in the 1990s which had seen ‘bulk-funding’ 
of teacher salaries, less regulated school enrolment policies and a heavy emphasis 
on external accountability through the Education Review Office. Second, although 
the intervening nine years of Labour under Prime Minister Helen Clark had involved 
some turning away from neo-liberalism, this was limited. Labour did not so much 
undo the neo-liberal project in New Zealand education as take some of the rough 
edges off it, producing neo-liberalism with a social conscience. Third, the Key 
Government had right-wing coalition partners to keep onside. The ACT party was 
clearly neo-liberal. The same could not be said of the other party, the Māori Party, 
but there was more potential for alignment than perhaps first apparent. ‘Choice’ 
policies had in some ways worked for Māori in the 1990s, allowing the establish-
ment of the Maori-medium kura schools as an alternative form of Māori education. 
The election manifesto of the Māori Party, although not overtly neo-liberal, included 
elements which could chime with a neo-liberal emphasis on educational choice and 
competition e.g., “The public needs to be provided with better information on 
school performance, including Māori and Pacific achievement.”40
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