
 

Executive Summary: BERL Analysis of Proposed Qualification Reforms 

BERL (Business and Economic Research Ltd) was commissioned by PPTA to provide an 
independent evidence base on the likely impacts of the proposed qualification reforms. 
The research combined quantitative analysis of achievement data with qualitative 
research involving students, teachers, principals and Māori-medium education 
settings.  

BERL examined how the proposed changes may affect learner achievement, 
assessment, wellbeing, subject choice, equity, teaching practice, workload, resourcing 
and implementation capacity. The aim was to bring together the perspectives of those 
most directly affected by the reforms and assess both the educational and practical 
implications of system change. 

For a summary of what we currently know about the changes see NCEA replacement 
proposals - some analysis & considerations | PPTA 

Implications for Student Achievement and Equity 

One of the most significant findings is that the reforms appear likely to affect not only 
students who currently struggle to achieve NCEA, but also many who are currently 
succeeding. 

BERL's analysis of the 2025 Year 12 cohort identified approximately 14,930 students, or 
32.3% of current Level 2 achievers, who are potentially exposed to failure under a more 
prescribed subject-based qualification structure. These students are currently 
achieving through a range of school-designed programmes and pathways that will not 
align neatly with nationally specified subject groupings. 

The potential impacts are not evenly distributed. Students in schools whose 
communities have higher levels of socio economic disadvantage are around three times 
more likely to fall within the exposure group than students in schools whose 
communities have lower levels of disadvantage. Māori and Pacific learners are also 
disproportionately represented, with 4,400 Māori and 2,300 Pacific learners, who would 
have achieved Level 2 NCEA, at risk of failing the new NZ Certificate of Education each 
year 

Across the reports, participants express concern that reduced flexibility, narrower 
pathways and greater reliance on external assessment could widen existing inequities 
for learners who already face barriers to achievement. 

Student Perspectives 

Students value choice, diverse pathways and learning that connects clearly with future 
study, employment and life goals. They are particularly concerned about losing 
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flexibility and having fewer opportunities to demonstrate achievement in ways that 
reflect their strengths. 

The strongest message from students relates to assessment. Students overwhelmingly 
prefer assessment spread across the year, arguing that internal assessment better 
reflects sustained learning, provides opportunities for feedback and improvement, and 
reduces the risks associated with a single examination event.  

Students also reported limited understanding of the reforms and expressed concern 
about managing qualification changes while progressing through senior secondary 
schooling. Clear communication and support during transition emerged as important 
themes. 

Teacher and Principal Perspectives 

Teachers and principals consistently identify three major areas of concern.  

First, they believe the reforms may reduce curriculum flexibility and narrow pathways 
for learners, particularly those engaged in vocational, practical, applied or culturally 
responsive learning. Many see flexibility as one of NCEA's key strengths and support 
targeted improvement rather than wholesale replacement. 

Second, implementation readiness is seen as a significant risk. Participants raised 
concerns about workload, staffing shortages, insufficient release time, changing 
guidance, incomplete resources and inadequate professional learning. There is a strong 
view that successful implementation will require considerably more support than is 
currently available. 

Third, there is widespread concern about increased reliance on high-stakes external 
assessment. Participants believe this may disadvantage learners who demonstrate 
achievement in practical, applied or non-traditional ways and increase stress and 
disengagement for some students. 

Māori-medium Perspectives  

Participants from Māori-medium settings support improvement but emphasise that 
curriculum, assessment and implementation approaches must reflect kaupapa Māori 
principles rather than simply translating English-medium models into te reo Māori. 
Concerns relate to workforce shortages, resource availability, cultural responsiveness 
and maintaining local autonomy within kura.  

Implementation Costs 

BERL also conservatively estimates that implementation will impose additional costs of 
between $29-34k for a small school and $222-260k for a large school. Smaller schools, 
rural schools and schools serving higher-equity-index communities are expected to 
face the greatest relative burden. 



 

The PPTA response 

We are not opposed to change, but it must be planned carefully and resourced 
adequately. And it simply cannot be allowed to fail tens of thousands more of our most 
vulnerable young people. It is not too late for the Minister to make changes to the new 
qualifications system considering what the research shows. 

PPTA calls on the Minister of Education to: 

• Provide modelling of the proposed changes, including their likely impact on 
student achievement and teaching workforce requirements.  

• Urgently fund a comprehensive package of support for schools to prepare for 
and implement the qualification and assessment changes.  


