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Educational achievement: 
NCEA Level 2 pass rate

The Canterbury Wellbeing Index tracks the progress of social recovery 
in greater Christchurch following the earthquakes using indicators to 
identify emerging social trends and issues.

Why is NCEA achievement important? 
A formal school qualification, such as the National Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA), 
is a measure of the extent to which young adults have completed a basic prerequisite for higher 
education and training, and many entry-level jobs. 

People who achieve higher educational qualifications tend to earn more, which allows them to 
maintain better health, participate more in community life, and live in better-quality housing. In 
addition, their children tend to go further in their own education.

An educated workforce is also critical to a region’s future economic success. Cities with higher 
education levels grow jobs and population faster and are more resilient to economic downturns than 
cities with lower education levels.1,2,3

NCEA Level 2 is considered the minimum qualification needed to continue with further education or 
join the workforce. One of the Government’s priorities is to increase the proportion of 18-year-olds 
with NCEA Level 2 or an equivalent qualification so they can reach their full potential.

Since NCEA was introduced, NCEA Level 2 pass rates for Christchurch students have been higher 
than the national average. Selwyn District students have also achieved at a high level over time. 
Results in the Waimakariri District have generally been similar to the national average.

How was NCEA achievement impacted by the earthquakes?
In 2011 the New Zealand Qualifications Authority developed a special derived grades procedure for 
students in greater Christchurch to address concerns that school closures and site sharing may have 
impaired learning and to mitigate any such impact.

Many greater Christchurch schools, including a large number who were site sharing, achieved better 
results in 2011 than in 2010. This finding is consistent with the trend towards improving results in the 
area since the introduction of NCEA. The special grades procedure may also have contributed to 
some extent to the improvement between 2010 and 2011.  

What is happening now?
As part of the Better Public Services programme the Government has set a target that 85 per cent of 
18-year-olds will gain NCEA Level 2 or an equivalent qualification by 2017.4 

The Ministry of Education is leading the greater Christchurch Education Renewal Recovery 
Programme, which aims to build on the best of existing practice, while supporting the development 
of new, more effective approaches to teaching and learning.2 One of the key objectives of this 
programme is that learners achieve a solid academic base, gaining at least NCEA Level 2.
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The Ministry of Education’s Youth Guarantee initiative creates clear pathways from school to work 
and tertiary study. A range of programmes including Vocational Pathways and Secondary–Tertiary 
Programmes (such as trades and service academies and fees-free places) provide young people with 
opportunities to achieve NCEA Level 2 and engage in higher education and vocational training.

What are the indicators telling us?
NCEA achievement can be measured in different ways to present different pictures of how students 
are performing in the schooling system.

•  The ‘16-year-old’ data focus is only on the 16-year-old cohort who attained NCEA Level 2 or an 
equivalent qualification, providing a clear picture of examination success

•  ‘School leavers’ data show the highest qualification of people who have left the schooling system, 
indicating how well prepared students are for further education or employment

Figure 1 shows that NCEA Level 2 or higher pass rates for 16-year-old students have been 
consistently higher than pre-earthquake pass rates with an overall pass rate for greater Christchurch 
of 67 per cent in 2009 compared to 76 per cent in 2015 (compared with 63 per cent and 73 per cent 
nationally).

In Christchurch city, pass rates generally increased over time from 66 per cent in 2009 to  
75 per cent in 2015. In 2015 the Waimakariri District pass rate was 76 per cent and Selwyn District 
students achieved a pass rate of 82 per cent. 

These findings indicate that NCEA achievement for this cohort of students was high despite the 
earthquakes.

Figure 1: Proportion of 16-year-old students who attained NCEA Level 2 or equivalent qualification 
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Figure 2 shows that school leavers in greater Christchurch achieved NCEA Level 2 or above at an 
increasingly higher rate in 2010 (72 per cent) and 2011 (75 per cent) despite significant challenges 
caused by the earthquakes. While the level remained steady in 2012 at 75 per cent, it rose again to 
78 per cent in 2013, 79 per cent in 2014, and 80 per cent in 2015 and remains higher than the pre-
earthquake rate (70 per cent in 2009). National figures have shown a steady increase since 2009.

Figure 2: Proportion of school leavers who achieved NCEA Level 2 or a higher qualification 
 

Figure 3 presents, by ethnicity, the proportion of school leavers who attained NCEA Level 2 or a 
higher qualification. In particular, it highlights the disparity between the achievement of Māori and 
Pacific students compared with other ethnicities, both locally and New Zealand-wide.

Between 2009 and 2015, school leaver achievement rates for European and Asian students in greater 
Christchurch increased from 73 to 82 per cent and 84 to 86 per cent respectively. This pattern is 
generally consistent with national trends. 

Notably, school leaver achievement for both Māori and Pacific students in greater Christchurch 
increased between 2009 and 2011 from 45 to 54 per cent and 49 to 62 per cent respectively, 
but decreased in 2012 to 52 per cent for Māori and 57 per cent for Pacific. Pacific school leaver 
achievement then improved to 67 per cent in 2013 and remained near this level through to 2015  
(67 per cent). Achievement among Māori school leavers remained relatively stable at 54 per cent in 
2013 and 55 per cent in 2014, then increased to 60 per cent in 2015. During the same period Māori 
and Pacific students’ school leaver achievement has consistently improved at the national level. 
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Figure 3: Proportion by ethnicity of school leavers who attained NCEA Level 2 or a higher qualification  
 

The proportion of school leavers gaining NCEA Level 2 or above has consistently been higher for 
female students than for male students (data not shown). In greater Christchurch, 83.8 per cent of 
female school leavers gained level 2 or above in 2015 compared to 76.1 per cent of male school 
leavers. For all of New Zealand, 82.0 per cent of female school levers achieved level 2 or above in 
2015 compared to 76.3 per cent of male school leavers.
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Find out more
Find out more about the Canterbury Wellbeing Index:  
http://www.cph.co.nz/your-health/canterbury-wellbeing-index/

Find out more about NCEA from the New Zealand Qualifications Authority:  
www.nzqa.govt.nz/qualifications-standards/qualifications/ncea 

Find out more about the Youth Guarantee programme:  
http://youthguarantee.net.nz

Technical notes

Data sources:  Ministry of Education database of New Zealand Qualifications Authority   
 NCEA results

Data frequency:  Yearly in September and June 

Data complete until: 2015

Notes: International students and students with gender unknown are excluded from the overall data 
and data by gender.

Specific schooling year-level data have been discontinued; therefore we have moved to target 
16-year-olds (as at 1 May) to align with students at curriculum Year 12 (NCEA Level 2). This also 
tends to be more accurate as schooling year level can be a more variable measure. 

Another option that was considered was to use the Better Public Services measure which relates to 
a national indicator set by the Government and specifically targets 18-year-olds with NCEA Level 2. 
Analysing this on a regional basis is problematic as data relate to the school a student last attended 
whereas, for this age group, movement is common for further tertiary study. To avoid this problem we 
have considered those students who are 16 years of age with NCEA Level 2 or above. 

When comparing 16-year-olds with NCEA Level 2 or above with school leavers, results need to be 
interpreted with caution as cohorts tend to be more variable across specific year groups, especially at 
a regional level. School leaver data capture a mixed age cohort, generally making them a more robust 
measure. 

Total students have been used as the denominator (rather than candidates or the July roll). Total 
students are defined as domestic, normally resident students that have been enrolled in any New 
Zealand school for more than 20 days after 1 March.

The definition of candidates has changed from ‘students who have gained at least one credit in a 
year’ to ‘students who have been enrolled to participate in at least one standard during the year’ – 
regardless of the result. 

Greater Christchurch includes Christchurch city and Waimakariri and Selwyn districts.



  Canterbury Wellbeing Index 2016  |  Educational achievement: NCEA Level 2 pass rate  |  6

References
1. Simon, C.J. and Nardinelli, C. (1996). The talk of the town: Human capital, information and the 

growth of English cities. Explorations in Economic History 33(3): 384–413. 

2. David, M. (2004). Education levels drive down city growth, cited in A. Plyer and E. Ortiz (2011).

3. The New Orleans Index at Six. Greater New Orleans Community Data Centre.

4. Better Public Services. Retrieved from: 
www.ssc.govt.nz/better-public-services 

5. Ministry of Education. (2012). Shaping education: directions for education renewal in greater 
Christchurch. Wellington.


