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BACKGROUND
This is series four of five focused on He Kaimahi Māori Oranga, specifically Māori workforces employed 
in the health and social care sector.  The information in this series was made possible by a partnership 
between Infometrics and Te Rau Ora.1  

OVERVIEW
This series highlights the school education outcomes of Māori and how they have the potential to  
influence the participation of Māori in tertiary education and the Health and Social Care workforce. 

The Māori population tend to have lower qualifications than the non-Māori population, which can be a 
barrier to Māori entering into health and social care careers or professions.

The evidence shows that the education system does not aid Māori to be prepared for tertiary 
education and as such does not provide the certainty with study or learning skills. This lack of 
preparedness is related to the inequities across the pipeline of New Zealand’s education system as 
evidenced by Māori students having lower NCEA attainment rates, lower rates of Māori remaining at 
school at age 17, higher absence and stand-down rates, as well as being affected by the impacts of 
lower socio-economic factors. 

Educational inequalities are various such as the one size fits all education system that does not 
consider Māori student needs, the poor quality of teaching and career guidance in schools, and 
differing teacher expectations depending on student ethnicity. Differing expectations can therefore 
manifest with Māori students being diverted away from Health and Social Care careers.

A challenge specific to the Health and Social Care workforce is that Māori students are more likely 
to leave school without having completed Health and Social Care relevant qualifications in maths 
and science. Māori school student participation and achievement in maths and science subjects has 
improved over time with the support of programmes such as the Pūhoro STEM Academy. However, a 
gap persists relative to non-Māori which reflects the divide in broader educational outcomes.

KEY FACTS
New Zealand’s Education System is not tailored 
to Māori school students.   

Māori school leavers who achieved NCEA Level 
3 or University Entrance increased from 21% in 
2010 to 40% in 2020. 

Māori students are more likely to leave school 
without completing Health and Social Care 
subjects and qualifications in maths and science.

Pūhoro STEM Academy has improved Māori 
school student achievement in STEM subjects.

1We analysed data from Ministry of Education, and occupations that are determined by the classification of occupations in the Australia 
and New Zealand Standard Classification of Occupations (ANZSCO) 
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Schooling related challenges
Upper secondary school qualifications serve as the foundation for higher (post-secondary) learning and 
training opportunities, as well as the preparation for direct entry into the labour market. For those who 
leave school early with fewer qualifications are at a much greater risk of unemployment or vulnerability 
in the labour force, and of having lower incomes.2

Māori tend to be less prepared for tertiary study and as an outcome require support to gain the needed 
study or learning skills should they choose to enter vocational or tertiary educational options. This 
lack of preparedness is related to the inequities of an education system that does not consider Māori 
learners - evidenced by Māori students having lower NCEA attainment rates ( Chart 1). 

Poorer attainment of Māori school leavers is related to a range of complex factors such as lower rates 
of Māori remaining at school to the age of 17 years (Chart 2), higher stand-down rates ( Chart 4), higher 
unjustified non-intermittent absence rates ( Chart 5), and socio-economic factors.3

School leaver attainment
In 20204, 40% of Māori school leavers achieved NCEA Level 3 or University Entrance. This proportion 
has risen consistently from 21% in 2010. Despite these improvements, Māori school leavers continue 
to under-achieve compared with non-Māori. In 2020, 65% of non-Māori school leavers achieved NCEA 
Level 3 or University Entrance (25 percentage points higher than Māori).

School leaving age
The age at which students leave school has an impact on the attainment of qualifications.  Students who 
stay in school longer, tend to gain higher qualifications. The following statistics relate to all Māori school 
leavers between 2010 and 2020.

 · 87% of Māori school leavers who left school in year 10, did not achieve NCEA level 1.
 · One percent of Māori school leavers who left school in year 10, achieved NCEA level 3 or  
 University Entrance. 
 · Five percent of Māori school leavers who left school in year 13, did not achieve NCEA level 1.
 · 53% of Māori school leavers who left school in year 13, achieved NCEA level 3 or University  
 Entrance (see Chart 2).

2Source: The Social Report 2016, Ministry of Social Development, (2016), https://socialreport.msd.govt.nz/knowledge-and-skills/
school-leavers-with-higher-qualifications.html 
3Source: Māori University success: what helps and hinders qualification completion, Theodore, R. et al, (2017), Māori completion paper.
pdf (otago.ac.nz)
4All figures in this section are based on the school academic year.
5Source: The Social Report 2016, Ministry of Social Development, (2016), https://socialreport.msd.govt.nz/knowledge-and-skills/
school-leavers-with-higher-qualifications.html 

Chart 1



Statistics for non-Māori school leavers are similar with NCEA level attainment clearly linked to school 
leaving year

Māori tend to leave school earlier than non-Māori.
In 2020, 39% of Māori school leavers left before year 13 compared with 26% of non-Māori school 
leavers. Neither of these proportions have changed much since 2014 ( Chart 3).

School attendance and engagement
Student attendance and engagement are critical factors relating to student achievement. Recent 
research shows that each additional half day absence from school predicts a consistent reduction in 
the number of NCEA credits a student subsequently attains – whether that is the student moving from 
100% to 99% attendance or moving from 71% to 70% attendance. Students who are absent even five 
to ten percent of the time (still considered “regular” attendance) obtain fewer NCEA credits than those 
with slightly higher attendance.6

Measures such as stand-down, suspension, exclusion, and expulsion rates, as well as school 
attendance and unjustified absence are used by the Ministry of Education to gauge student 
attendance and engagement. 

Chart 2

Chart 3

6Source: What is the relationship between attendance and attainment? Ministry of Education, (2020), https://www.educationcounts.
govt.nz/publications/schooling/he-whakaaro-what-is-the-relationship-between-attendance-and-attainment
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Student stand-down rates
A state or state integrated school principal may consider the formal removal of a student through a 
stand-down from school for a period of up to 5 school days. A stand-down for any student can total no 
more than 5 school days in a term, or a total of 10 days in a school year. Students return automatically 
to school following a stand-down. 7 8

Māori school students have persistently higher stand-down rates than the average for all students. 
 · In 2020, the Māori student stand down rate was 39 per 1,000 students compared with 23 across 

 all students (see Chart 4). 

In 2020 there  was an overall decrease in the rates of stand-downs. Fewer onsite school days in 2020 
due to COVID-19 is one of the important reasons for the decrease. Prior to 2020, both Māori and all 
student stand-down rates had been rising.

 · Since 2000, the gap between the Māori stand-down rate and the average stand-down rate  
 across all students has averaged 21, although the gap has narrowed recently.

Student suspension rates
A suspension is a formal removal of a student from a school until a school Board of Trustees decides the 
outcome at a suspension meeting. Following a suspension, the Board of Trustees decides how to address 
the student’s misbehaviour. The Board can either lift the suspension (with or without conditions), extend 
the suspension (with conditions), or terminate the student's enrolment at the school.9

 
Māori school students have higher suspension rates than the average across all students, although rates 
have been falling and the gap between Māori and the all-student average has narrowed considerably. 

 · In 2000, the Māori suspension rate was 18.3 per 1,000 students compared with 7.6 across all  
 students, a gap of 10.7. 
 · By 2020, the Māori suspension rate had fallen to 5.5 per 1,000 students compared with 2.9  
 across all students – a gap of 2.6 (see Chart 5). 

Chart 4

7Source: Education Counts, Ministry of Education, https://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/statistics/stand-downs,-suspensions,-exclu-
sions-and-expulsions 
8  This section uses age-standardised stand-down, suspension, exclusion, and expulsion rates expressed as the per 1,000 students 
enrolled. In any given year the schooling population will have a different age distribution. Standardising for age enables a fair compare 
across years. Most stand-downs, suspensions and exclusions occur between the ages of 13 and 15.
9  Source: Education Counts, Ministry of Education, https://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/statistics/stand-downs,-suspensions,-exclu-
sions-and-expulsions



In 2020 there  was an  overall decrease in suspension rates. Fewer onsite school days in 2020 due to 
COVID-19 is one of the important reasons for the decrease.

Student exclusion and expulsion rates
Exclusions and expulsions are consequences of a suspension where an enrolment is terminated 
following a suspension meeting. If the student is aged under 16, the Board may decide to exclude 
the student from the school with the requirement that the student enrols elsewhere. If the student is 
aged 16 years or over, the board may decide to expel them from the school, and the student may or 
may not enrol at another school. Excluded or expelled students may face difficulties enrolling in other 
schools. 10 11

 
Māori school students have higher exclusion rates than the average across all students although rates 
are falling, and the gap between Māori and the all-student average has narrowed over time. 

 · In 2000, Māori school students had an exclusion rate of 6.1 per 1,000 students compared with  
 2.6 across all students – a gap of 3.5. 
 · By 2020, the Māori exclusion rate had fallen to 2.1 per 1,000 students compared with 1.0  
 across all students – a gap of 1.1. 

In 2020 there was an  overall decrease in exclusion rates. Fewer onsite school days in 2020 due to the 
COVID-19 is one of the important reasons for the decrease.

Chart 5

Chart 6

10IBID
11The exclusion rate refers to number of exclusions per 1,000 students enrolled, standardised for students aged 15 or under.
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Māori school students have higher expulsion rates than the average across all students. Rates vary over 
time because of the small numbers involved, but the gap between Māori and the all-student average has 
been noticeably narrower since 2016. 

 · In 2000, Māori school students had an expulsion rate of 5.1 per 1,000 students compared with  
 2.4 across all students – a gap of 2.7. 
 · By 2020, the Māori expulsion rate had fallen to 1.5 per 1,000 students compared with 1.1 across  
 all students – a gap of 0.4. 

In 2020 there was an overall decrease in expulsion rates. Fewer onsite school days in 2020 due to the 
COVID-19 is one of the important reasons for the decrease.

Student attendance rates
Chronic absence from school is measured by the percentage of students enrolled for 30% or more of 
Term two who have attended less than 70% of term two. Chart 8 shows that the proportion of Māori 
students attending school less than 70% of the time has risen in recent years and the gap between 
Māori and non-Māori student attendance has widened.

 · In 2015, 8.6% of Māori students attended school for less than 70% of the time compared with  
 3.4% of non-Māori students – a gap of 5.1 percentage points.
 · In 2019, 13.1% of Māori students attended school for less than 70% of the time compared with  
 5.5% of non-Māori students – a gap of 7.6 percentage points.

The Māori non-attendance rate was even higher and the gap even wider in 2020, although COVID-19 is 
one of the important reasons for this.

Chart 7

Chart 8



Chart 9

An unjustified absence is an absence from school that is either unexplained or explained, but the 
explanation is not within the school's policy as an acceptable reason for the student to be away from 
school such as a holiday during term time.

Māori students spend more time out of school on unjustified absences than the average for all 
students. The amount of time Māori students spend out of school on unjustified absences has been 
increasing, as has the gap between Māori and non-Māori.

 · In 2012, Māori students spent 5.3% of time out of school on unjustified absences compared  
 with an average of 3.1% across all students – a gap of 2.2 percentage points.
 · In 2019, Māori students spent 7.4% of time out of school on unjustified absences compared  
 with an average of 4.7% across all students – a gap of 2.7 percentage points.

The Māori unjustified absence was even higher and the gap even wider in 2020, although COVID-19 is 
one of the important reasons for this.

Socio-economic factors
School deciles indicate the extent to which a school draws their students from communities based 
on the level of socio-economic circumstances. Students from low-decile schools are considered to 
achieve poorer educational outcomes than students from higher decile schools. Poorer outcomes do 
not necessarily mean that the quality of education is worse at lower decile schools. 

 · 33% of Māori school leavers from decile 1 schools who left school between 2010 and 2020  
 did so without attaining NCEA level 1, compared with 7% of Māori school leavers from decile  
 10 schools.
 · 25% of Māori school leavers from decile 1 schools who left school between 2010 and 2020  
 attained an NCEA level 3 or University Entrance qualification compared with 66% of Māori  
 school leavers from decile 10 schools (Chart 10).

This pattern of poorer educational outcomes at lower-decile schools is very similar for non-Māori 
students.



The School Educational Pipeline for Māori into Health & Social Care Careers 

Māori students are much more likely than non-Māori to attend low decile schools.

 · In 2020, 47% of Māori school leavers had studied at a decile 1-4 school compared with 21% of  
 non-Māori school leavers. 
 · Only 16% of Māori school leavers studied at a decile 8-10 school compared with 40% of non- 
 Māori school leavers (see Chart 11).

Other educational factors
Some consider educational inequalities being related to the quality of teaching in schools, differing 
teacher expectations depending on the ethnicity of the student, and a lack of guidance, information, and 
support for Māori students to set career goals during secondary school study. Differing expectations can 
manifest in Māori students being diverted away from health careers via careers advisors and teachers.12

 
Evidence13 suggests access to health career information is important, and over a decade ago it was 
limited with few examples of Māori-specific health career resources that targeted Māori school students 
or second chance learners, used Māori role models, described Health and Social Care careers in terms 
that were likely to engage Māori, and incorporate Māori images, language, and other cultural features.

Chart 10

12Source: The effect of tertiary recruitment, admission, bridging/foundation education and retention on indigenous health workforce 
development, Curtis, E. (2016), https://researchspace.auckland.ac.nz/handle/2292/30663 
13Source: Recruitment and retention of Māori in the health and disability workforce, Waiora, T, (2008), AUT University, https://www.
health.govt.nz/publication/rauringa-raupa-recruitment-and-retention-maori-health-and-disability-workforce

Chart 11



In 2017 the Tertiary Education Commission became the lead government agency responsible for 
careers services after merging with Careers New Zealand. A careers system strategy was finalised in 
2019. The development of the 2019 strategy involved the Tertiary Education Commission engaging 
with iwi14 , however none of the strategy’s workstreams addressed the need for Māori-specific career 
resources. The Tertiary Education Commission will be embedding a new strategy to improve Māori 
education experiences and qualification success.

Science and maths participation and achievement
A challenge specific to the Health and Social Care workforce is that Māori students are more likely to 
leave school without having completed Health and Social Care subjects and qualifications in maths 
and science.1 [1] Though, Māori school student participation and achievement in maths and science 
subjects has improved over time. 
 
Programmes such as Health and Science Academies in Secondary Schools and Pūhoro STEM 
Academy have been introduced in recent years to improve Māori school student achievement in STEM 
subjects.  These are showing positive outcomes, yet the gap persists between the participation and 
achievement of Māori relative to non-Māori. 

Improving participation in science and maths
Achievement in science and maths subjects at school are deemed an essential foundation for a career 
in the Health and Social Care sector.2 [2]

 · Māori participation in science subjects in year 13 rose from 49% in 2012 to 72% in 2017 but  
 has changed very little since then (Chart 12). 3 [3] 

 · As of 2020, 71% of Māori year 13 students participated in science subjects compared with an  
 average of 80% across all year 13 students.  

A similar pattern is evident for participation in year 13 maths subjects. Māori participation rose 
from 2012 to 2014 then plateaued, and there is a persistent gap between Māori and the all-student 
average. However, compared with participation in science subjects, Māori participation in maths 
subjects tends to be higher (by 8 percentage points, on average) ( Chart 13).

Chart 12
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Science is not compulsory after year 11and while the number of Māori taking science in Year 11 has 
increased, the number continuing with science to Year 13 has decreased. 4 [1] This finding is supported 
by anecdotal feedback from the Health and Social Care sector. There is a big drop off in Māori 
participation between science at NCEA level 1 and NCEA level 2, but then a smaller drop off to NCEA 
level 3. Further investigation with the Ministry of Education is required to understand the relevant 
statistics to track the drop off.
 
Improving achievement in science and maths 
Māori school student achievement in science and maths subjects follows a similar pattern to 
participation. In 2013, of those year 13 Māori students who participated in science subjects, 56% 
achieved 14 or more credits in standards at either “Achieved”, ‘Merit” or “Excellence”. This proportion 
rose to 77% in 2018 and has plateaued since. However, Māori consistently under-achieve compared 
with the all-student average. 

Māori student achievement in maths subjects follows a pattern of rising achievement between 2012 and 
2018 with a persistent gap between Māori achievement and the all-student average.  

The Pūhoro STEM Academy 
The Pūhoro STEM Academy is a springboard for Māori secondary students into tertiary study and 
potential careers in health, science, and engineering. Launched in 2016 at Massey University, Pūhoro 
was developed in response to national low engagement of Māori in STEM-related career pathways. 

The programme partners with Secondary Schools to operate STEM Academies to increase Māori 
rangatahi engagement and achievement. The programme works directly with secondary school 
rangatahi, whānau and teachers. Rangatahi are supported through mentoring, tutoring, study/exam 
workshops, study noho and wānanga. 

Since it started, the academy has grown to cover 1,000 students across Kapiti, Hawkes Bay, Manawatū, 
South Auckland and Christchurch. The Ministry of Education has continued its investment of Pūhoro to 
enable 5,000 Māori students to engage in STEM education. Under the programme, 94% of Rangatahi 
Māori achieve NCEA Level 1 (Core Sciences) and 92% of Rangatahi continue with core Sciences at NCEA 
Level 2. https://www.puhoro.org.nz/ 

Chart 13
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