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Kia ora, 
 
Consultation on proposal to replace NCEA 

 

Montessori Aotearoa New Zealand welcomes the opportunity to comment on proposed changes to 

the National Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA). 

 

About Montessori Aotearoa New Zealand​
Montessori Aotearoa New Zealand (MANZ) is the national body representing Montessori 

education across the country. Established in 1983, MANZ serves as the professional association 

for a diverse membership base, including community-based and privately-owned early learning 

services, as well as private, state, and state-integrated primary and secondary schools. The 

organisation also includes individual educators, parents, and educational institutions committed 

to advancing high-quality Montessori education for tamariki and rangatahi from birth to 18 years 

and Montessori Dementia Care. 

Montessori Aotearoa New Zealand is committed to supporting the education sector through the 

delivery of authentic, evidence-informed Montessori programmes that foster the holistic 

development of all learners. Central to this commitment is the alignment with the principles of Te 

Tiriti o Waitangi and a child-centred philosophy that promotes independence, self-regulation, and a 

deep engagement with learning. 

Montessori Aotearoa New Zealand shares the education sector's commitment to educational 

equity, learner wellbeing, and excellence in teaching and learning. As a long-standing contributor to 

the sector, MANZ is well-positioned to inform and support initiatives that prioritise learner agency, 

culturally responsive practice, and lifelong learning pathways. 

We welcome all ongoing collaboration to ensure that Montessori education continues to contribute 

meaningfully to the national education system and delivers positive outcomes for tamariki and 

rangatahi throughout Aotearoa. 
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Submission​
Executive Summary​
Montessori Aotearoa NZ  supports the intention to strengthen literacy, numeracy, and vocational 

pathways. However, we are concerned that the proposal will: 

-​ reduce flexibility and student agency. 

-​ reinstate a high-stakes, exam-heavy culture. 

-​ risk narrowing learning opportunities at a time when creativity, adaptability, and critical 

thinking are more important than ever. 

The current issues facing education—low literacy and numeracy, inequity of outcomes, and 

disengagement—stem less from the NCEA framework itself, and more from systemic underfunding, 

large class sizes, and insufficient support for teachers and learners. 

We urge the government to retain the flexibility and inclusivity that are NCEA’s strengths, while 

addressing challenges through resourcing, teacher support, and early intervention. 

We support thoughtful reform that strengthens student learning and outcomes, but we are 

concerned that several of the current proposals risk undermining flexibility, equity, and 

student-centred education. 

1. Replacing NCEA Level 1 with a Foundational Literacy and Numeracy Award 

-​ We support improving literacy and numeracy,  but replacing Level 1 with another 

exam-based qualification risks creating little real change.  Exams do not provide a system to 

improve literacy. 

-​ If this award becomes a high-stakes gatekeeping assessment, it will disproportionately 

disadvantage some learners, particularly those already at risk. 

-​ The real challenges with literacy and numeracy lie earlier in schooling; secondary 

assessment is not the solution. 

2. Making English and Maths Compulsory in Year 11 

-​ English and Maths provide strong foundations, especially for those pursuing university 

study. They are basic life skills. 

3. Replacing NCEA Levels 2 & 3 with New Qualifications 

-​ This appears to be largely a renaming exercise with limited educational benefit. 

-​ Introducing new certificates risks undermining the integrity of the NZQA framework, which 

provides consistency across education and industry qualifications. 
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4. Shifting from Standards-Based to Subject-Based Assessment 

-​ Standards-based assessment enables students to demonstrate learning without being 

ranked against one another. 

-​ A return to a more exam-focused, norm-referenced model reduces flexibility, increases 

stress and anxiety, and disadvantages neurodiverse learners. Exams, by contrast, reward 

conformity rather than capability. They only test recall, not learning, procession or 

analysing. In an already unequal system, they entrench inequity rather than offering fair 

assessment. 

-​ Clarity and simplicity must not come at the expense of equity and authentic learning. 

5. Requiring Five Subjects and Passing Four at Years 12 and 13 

-​ The requirement of five subjects is arbitrary and risks reducing student agency. 

-​ Students should be supported to design pathways that reflect their strengths, capacities, 

and aspirations, rather than being funnelled into a centrally prescribed model. 

6. Returning to Percentage and Letter Grades (A–E) 

-​ While easier for parents and employers to interpret, percentage and letter grades risk 

reinforcing privilege and presenting a false sense of accuracy.  

-​ This is also not about the parents - it is about students. 

-​ Grades become a sorting mechanism, undermining education’s role in expanding 

opportunities and instead entrenching inequities. 

7. Vocational Pathways 

-​ We strongly support strengthening vocational pathways and building closer industry links 

but not at the expense of some subjects being dropped from the senior subject general list 

and being placed on a more narrow vocational option e.g. Outdoor Education. Outdoor 

Education, for example, teaches resilience, leadership, climate literacy, and keeps students 

engaged in school. We are very much against this being removed from the senior general 

list.  

-​ NCEA was originally designed with this flexibility. The barrier has not been the framework 

itself, but cost, bureaucracy, and inconsistent implementation. 

8. Implementation Concerns 

-​ Teachers are already under-resourced and overworked, with significant staffing shortages. 

-​ Without careful pacing, sufficient investment, and genuine teacher input, reforms risk 

becoming rushed and ineffective. 
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-​ Supporting educators through resourcing, training, and manageable class sizes is essential 

to success. 

9. Broader Considerations 

-​ Education must prepare ākonga for life, not only university or immediate employment. 

-​ Narrowing focus to exams and mainstream subjects risks devaluing arts, sciences, 

creativity, and broader skills needed for the future. 

-​ NCEA’s greatest strength is its flexibility to recognise different pathways of learning. 

Reforms must not discard this in favour of simplicity for adults. 

Conclusion​
Montessori Aotearoa New Zealand affirms the importance of strengthening literacy, numeracy, and 

vocational pathways within the education system. At the same time, we have significant concerns 

about reforms that risk reducing flexibility, narrowing opportunities for learners, or reintroducing a 

high-stakes examination culture. 

NCEA was originally established in response to the limitations of the former School Certificate and 

University Entrance examinations, which failed to serve many learners. Under those systems, large 

numbers of students left school without qualifications, with limited access to employment, and 

without the transferable skills required to participate effectively in an increasingly complex and 

technologically driven society. 

The challenges in education stem not from the NCEA framework itself but from systemic 

underfunding, large class sizes, and insufficient support for teachers and learners. Any reform must 

remain student-centred, equitable, and properly resourced to deliver genuine improvement in 

outcomes for all ākonga. 

 

Ngā mihi nui,​ 

 

Cathy Wilson  

Chief Executive / Kaiwhakahaere Matua 
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