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Annex 6: NCEA 2020 attainment data - Questions & Answers 

 
1. What is school leaver attainment? 

School leaver attainment is the highest qualification attained by the student prior to leaving 
school.  

2. Why is it collected? 

School leaver data helps us:  

• monitor the outcome of students from the New Zealand education system 
• support policy analysis and other national and international data collections 
• see where more support may be needed. 

3. How does it differ from the results released by NZQA earlier this year? 

Data published by NZQA at the beginning of each year records NCEA attainment made by 
students as they progress through school but not necessarily their final attainment record. 
The NZQA statistics use year level to report on how many students are attaining the typical 
year level NCEA qualifications and UE Award among students who are still in school. 

The school leaver data reports on the attainment of all students as they leave school.  

4. What does the data show? 
In 2020 there was an overall increase in school leavers’ attainment of NCEA at all levels and 
the University Entrance compared to 2019. Specifically: 

   

a. NCEA Level 1 or above increased 0.1 percentage points to 88.4% in 2020 
compared to 2019. 

b. NCEA Level 2 or above increased 1.3 percentage points to 80.8% 

c. NCEA Level 3 or University Entrance (UE) standard increased 4.1 percentage 
points to 59.1% 

d. UE Award increased 3.2 percentage points to 43.6%.  
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5. These numbers look positive. Are you pleased to see more ākonga | students 
achieving? 

Absolutely. We are always pleased when more young people achieve their learning goals. 
We should celebrate their success. But it is concerning to see more Māori young people 
leaving school without any qualifications. We are implementing a range of strategies to 
better support these learners. (See Q9) 

 

6. Why did attainment increase, despite so much classroom time being lost due 
to COVID-19? 

There are many factors which will have impacted positively on student attainment last year, 
including the extraordinary support from schools, teachers and whānau – alongside the 
interventions put in place by government – which helped students to keep studying and have 
their learning recognised. 

 

7. Did more learners stay in school last year? 

Yes. Due to the unusual circumstances of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, far fewer students 
unenrolled from school during 2020, after a decreasing retention trend since 2014. 
 
Part of the reason attainment increased in 2020 school leaver statistics is that retention to 
the end of the year increased, more students stayed enrolled in school to the end of the 
year, the retention during 2020 was particularly high for Year 13 students.   

This is a good thing. The longer a student stays in school the better the chance of attaining 
qualifications. 

In a normal year a student may leave school mid-year because they enter employment or 
move overseas. In 2020, it was harder to do both things and the combination of the efforts 
from the Ministry and schools to support students and fewer opportunities elsewhere 
encouraged more students to stay enrolled.  

Retention to the end of 2020 and into 2021 was higher in Auckland. We think this means that 
the more disruption due to lockdowns increased the likelihood that students would stay 
enrolled. 

Students from Year 11 and Year 12 in 2020 were also more likely to return to school in 2021 
than the previous cohort (who were in Year 11 and 12 in 2019). 

The net effect of the increased retention within the cohorts is that for 2020 school leavers 
there is a higher proportion of students who completed the school year and a higher 
proportion of Year 13 students than in 2019 because more students from Year 11 and Year 
12 stayed in school in 2021. 

The school leaver retention measure for Māori students in Māori Medium declined in 2020, 
because there was a lower proportion of students in Year 13 in 2020. It is not unusual to have 
larger year to year variation in trends in Maori Medium education since the number of students 
is smaller. Retention of Māori students to age 17 is generally higher in Māori Medium 
Education than in English Medium Education. 
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An in-depth analysis has been published in He Whakaaro/Education Insights: Is COVID-19 
making students leave school? (He Whakaaro: Is COVID-19 making students leave school?| 
Education Counts ).   
 

 
8. What was done to support students? 

The interventions in 2020 were developed by NZQA, the Ministry of Education and the 
NCEA Professional Advisory Group with input from a range of teachers and school leaders.  

There was feedback that significant learning and assessment time had been disrupted for all 
students, and that many were losing confidence in their ability to achieve in 2020.  

The interventions were designed to be proportionate to the disrupted opportunities which 
students faced and to provide them with the motivation to stay engaged in learning and 
assessment through the rest of the school year. 

 Feedback from students, teachers, and school leaders demonstrated that everyone worked 
extraordinarily hard through 2020, with national student attendance and retention higher 
than previous years. 

 

9. What are you doing to support Māori and Pacific ākonga | learners? 

 

While we should celebrate the hard work of our ākonga for achieving their learning goals, we 
are introducing changes aimed at supporting ākonga at risk of not achieving their goals, 
particularly those who are leaving education without qualifications.  

Through the NCEA Change Programme, we are implementing a package of seven changes 
to strengthen NCEA and ensure the national qualification meets these five principles - 
coherence, credibility, equity and inclusion, pathways and well-being. 

We have also been working to ensure learners are able to see their culture, identity and 
language reflected in their learning. We believe that providing learners the opportunity to 
learn the histories, culture and language of their heritage and to have that learning 
recognised in a national qualification would be a significant step towards demonstrating the 
‘inclusion and equity’ principle of the NCEA Change Programme. 

• In line with this, we intend to develop five Pacific language subjects as Achievement 
Standards-based NCEA subjects. Three of these – Cook Islands Māori, Lea Faka 
Tonga, and Gagana Sāmoa – will be redevelopments of existing subjects.  

• One of the key changes we are delivering is to ensure that mātauranga Māori is 
explicitly and equitably valued in NCEA. We are also seeking to ensure te ao Māori 
pathways are acknowledged and supported in NCEA. This will involve changes to the 
way ALL subjects are developed so that regardless of whether students/ākonga learn 
in Māori-medium or English- medium settings, the content of NCEA will demonstrate 
parity for te ao Māori and mātauranga Māori, ākonga Māori can see themselves 
reflected in the learning and assessment in the new NCEA, and all ākonga are aware 
of mātauranga Māori alongside other bodies of knowledge. 

• In the Review of Achievement Standards (a large project to rebuild all NCEA 
Achievement Standards over the next three years), 
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a) we have recently developed NCEA Level 1 material for seven subjects 
aligned to Te Marautanga o Aotearoa (TMoA), the Māori-medium curriculum. 
These subjects include Hangarau, Pūtaiao, Ngā Toi, Tikanga-ā-iwi, Hauora, 
Pāngarau and Te Reo Rangatira. These subjects will be piloted in schools 
next year. 

b) we have developed draft NCEA Level 1 material for Te Reo Māori, which is 
aligned to The New Zealand Curriculum (NZC) and delivered across English- 
and Māori-medium settings). This subject will be piloted in schools and kura 
next year.  

c) draft learning material for all other Level 1 subjects aligned to NZC have been 
written by Subject Expert Groups which explicitly include mātauranga Māori in 
this content. Public feedback on this material is now being incorporated and 
assessment material is under development. 

d) we are exploring opportunities to reflect mana ōrite (parity or equity) through 
the introduction of new mātauranga Māori subjects. 

• We are currently piloting Te Ao Haka, a new Māori Performing Arts subject aligned to 
NZC, in 36 schools and kura, across all three NCEA levels and including recognition 
for University Entrance. Introducing Te Ao Haka as an NCEA subject with 
Achievement Standards is a significant step towards achieving equity (mana ōrite) for 
ākonga Māori and ensuring parity for Māori knowledge in our education system. 
[Note: Previously, Māori Performing Arts was not recognised as a subject in its own 
right with a set of achievement standards which contribute to University Entrance. 
This means it has often been treated as an extra-curricular activity, rather than a 
valued school subject.] 

• Fees for NCEA and New Zealand Scholarship, which were a barrier for students in 
low decile schools, were removed in 2019. 

10. How did Māori and Pacific attainment change relative to other ethnicities? 

Despite the challenges of distance learning – attainment has improved for Māori and Pacific 
students, especially for NCEA level 3 or UE standard. 

Pacific achievement has increased more than other groups because of the higher retention 
at all year levels, the improvement is even larger at level 3 for Pacific students due to the 
higher proportion of Year 13 students in the leaver population in 2020. 

Attainment of NCEA Level 3 or UE standard increased to 40.3 percent amongst Māori 
school leavers (+3.5 percentage points), 55.8 percent for Pacific school leavers (+8.0 
percentage points), 60.4 percent for European school leavers(+2.8 percentage points) and 
81.3 percent for Asian students (+5.4 percentage points). 

 

11. How did students in Auckland attain, compared to those in the rest of the 
country? 

Auckland saw the highest attainment rate increase both in NCEA Level 2 or above and 
NCEA Level 3 or UE standard compared to 2019. 

 

12. Can I get information by region/school/? 
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Attainment by region is published on our education counts website, from the statistics page.  
Attainment by school is available on our education counts website, from the Find Your 
Nearest School page. 

Note that the school leaver data used to report attainment does not allow accurate like-for-
like comparisons between schools. 

 

13. Does the increase in attainment mean that too many Learning Recognition 
Credits were awarded? 

There are many factors which will have impacted on student attainment last year, and the 
2020 attainment statistics suggest that students and schools broadly adapted well.  NZQA 
and the Ministry received feedback from schools that the mitigations gave students 
confidence that they would not be disadvantaged compared to previous years and 
encouraged students to stay engaged in their learning and assessment. Schools reported 
that for many students, knowing the adjustments to NCEA and UE were made gave a much-
needed reduction in worry and stress at a very difficult time. 
 

14. Did you consult the sector?  

Learning Recognition Credits were announced by Education Minister Chris Hipkins on in 
early June 2020, following extensive sector consultation. At the time, Minister Hipkins said 
COVID-19 created "massive" disruption to the school system, and the Government was 
moving to ensure students would not be penalised, while preserving the integrity of the 
national qualification. 

The announcement was supported by SPANZ and positively received by students, teachers 
and school leaders. 

 

15. What would have happened to attainment if Learning Recognition Credits and 
changes to UE had not been available? 

There are many factors which impact on student attainment, which makes the impact of any 
one factor such as the LRCs or different UE criteria difficult to estimate with certainty. 

NZQA has however modelled 2020 NCEA and UE attainment without the modifications in 
place. This modelling shows that attainment would have fallen well below 2019 levels for all 
demographics.  

NZQA estimates attainment of NCEA Level 1 (Year 11) would have reduced by 9.2 
percentage points from 2019, Level 2 (Year 12) would have dropped 4.2 percentage points, 
Level 3 (Year 13) would have decreased 4.5 percentage points and University Entrance 
would have reduced by 8.3 percentage points from 2019. 

It’s been very clear from school feedback that the mitigations had a major effect on student 
engagement and building student confidence, which schools believe was a critical factor in 
attainment. 

 

16. Did you over-correct and offer too much support? 
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Mitigations were based on the best evidence and assessment that we were able to make in 
the circumstances. NZQA believes that, any lower level of mitigation would have been 
unlikely to have delivered the necessary level of confidence from students which had a 
beneficial effect on engagement and attainment. 

 

17. Why is the increase in NCEA Level 3 and UE attainment higher than for NCEA 
Levels 1 or 2? 

Schools have reported that significant effort was put into supporting NCEA Level 3 students 
in particular; and this may partially explain the somewhat higher increase at NCEA Level 3 
and UE compared to the NCEA Level 1 and 2 increases. Retention also increased in 2020 
and 2021 which has contributed to increased attainment. Student retention during 2020 was 
particularly high for Year 13 students and a higher proportion of students from Year 11 and 
12 in 2020 were retained in school in 2021. The combined effect led to larger increases in 
the percentage of leavers attaining NCEA Level 3 or UE standard and UE standard. 

 

18. If there’s a re-emergence of COVID-19, would we put the same mitigations in 
place at the same level? 

In the event of another regional or national lockdown, the Ministry, NZQA and the NCEA 
Professional Advisory Group will work with the sector to understand the level of disruption 
and ensure appropriate interventions are applied as required. This would be informed by our 
understanding of the impact of the interventions last year, and the level of readiness within 
schools and the education system.  

We would aim to ensure we provide learners the opportunity to validly demonstrate their 
learning and have it credentialled towards a qualification, while ensuring the response is 
equitable and credible. 

 

19. Do you expect attainment to drop in 2021, given that the 2020 interventions will 
not be carried forward? 

 

A range of factors likely contributed to the 2020 attainment results. We cannot say what 
attainment might be like in 2021 because a key driver was work put in by students, teachers 
and whānau. That could decrease without a range of interventions. We are focussed on 
ensuring students have valid opportunities to participate in learning and assessment and will 
continue to work with the sector to offer appropriate support should further disruptions occur. 
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