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It isn’t news that high-quality teachers make a significant difference to school student 
achievement. Every pupil and parent knows that. Kids taught by great teachers more 
often attend university, earn more and make better life choices. So why is the Treasury, 
the Government’s chief economic advice agency, putting on its hard hat and wading 
into the education debate? Why, says the primary teachers’ union, doesn’t the 
Treasury stick to its knitting? 
 
The answer is simple. High quality teachers produce better-performing students who 
go into the workforce and make a significant contribution to economic growth. If we lift 
student achievement to match the top performing OECD countries, we could raise GDP 
by 3 to 15% by 2070. Lifting economic growth is the Treasury’s knitting. So is the 
performance and value-for-money of taxpayer-funded services; education is the third 
largest area of government expenditure, and we need get the best results from this 
investment.  Treasury’s vision is higher living standards for New Zealanders. Education 
is a key economic lever. It’s also a critical way to give disadvantaged children a better 
chance in life.  
 
Are we really doing a bad job at educating our kids? The answer is both yes and no. 
New Zealand performs well in international surveys of student achievement (aged 15 
years). But our high average performance doesn’t tell the whole story.  We also have 
more low-scoring students than other high-performing countries; a recent report 
classified our school system as “fair to good”.  We need to be aiming higher than that.  
 
The bottom line is that three out of 10 students leave school without NCEA Level 2. 
There is little disagreement that a Year 12 qualification is the minimum required to get 
on in the modern world. It is also notable that in New Zealand, the socio-economic 
background of a pupil is a greater influence on success at school than in most other 
OECD countries. It’s time to stop making excuses and take action to enable all 
students to succeed, regardless of their background. 
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Education spending has increased by 20% for every pupil in the past 10 years, yet our 
performance by international comparisons remains stagnant. So what do we need to 
do? We need to invest in quality teaching.  We have variable teacher assessment, and 
poor linkages between assessments, professional and school development. There 
appears to be no formalised career path to support our good teachers to stay in the 
classroom. The OECD suggests we attend to these issues to strengthen our education 
system. 
 
People often challenge whether you can measure the quality of teaching. Different 
students respond to different teaching styles, and student achievement is influenced by 
factors beyond the school gate.  There is, however, a pretty good understanding of the 
kinds of skills and competencies that characterise good teaching.  And assessing the 
quality of teaching is not just about student test scores – it’s about using a mix of 
information: in-class observations by other teachers or principals, and student and 
parent feedback, for example. Data on student progress over the course of a year 
could be one such input, but only one. 
 
Good data provides a basis for finding real solutions. Everyone with an interest in 
education can use data to understand what works and what doesn’t, to share good 
practice and continuously improve what we do. For example, how did a group of 
students do in NCEA Level 2 compared to how they did in NCEA Level 1?  How much 
progress did these students make compared with similar students in another school? 
Was that teacher doing something different?  Treasury is not a voice in the wilderness 
on this point – the OECD is also urging us to improve the collection and use of data in 
New Zealand schools to lift student achievement  
 
The Treasury will not ignore the compelling evidence on where we should spend our 
precious educational dollar. That is our knitting. We know class size matters but the 
quality of teaching matters more. We absolutely recognise the significant role education 
plays in the economy and it is for precisely that reason that we want to give teachers 
more support to do their jobs. We will not ignore the role education can play in raising 
all our living standards. We welcome the debate but we want it based on research and 
hard evidence. We are seeking intelligent evidence-based and non-ideological 
progress. We make no apologies for being in the room on education. I urge all 
interested people to check out the Treasury website for more information on our views 
on education. 
 


